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Abstract
Key terms: Mary Reibey, First Nations, historical fiction, matriduxy, romance.
Mary Reibey was Australia’s most successful convict-cum-businesswoman. This thesis consists of
two components: an exegesis and a novella, Molly Haydock. The exegetical component outlines the
known facts of Reibey’s life, reveals previously unknown details concerning Reibey, and explores
the significance of her story to her descendants and the wider Australian community. It weighs the
benefits of fiction against those of non-fiction, arguing that historical fiction can function as thought
experiments, to facilitate reader engagement in a way that non-fiction cannot. A review of existing
novels concerning Reibey demonstrates the need for a less romanticised treatment of her life than
currently exists. This thesis explores Reibey’s historical context, and surveys the representation of
women in Australian history (particularly but not exclusively colonial women). It traces a specific
contemporary  legacy  of  this  representation–matriduxy,  or  the  alleged  domestic  dominance  of
women  in  Australian  families–and  argues  that  masochistic  and  other  cultural  elements  in  the
colonial  era  may have contributed to  the genesis  of this  phenomenon. This examination of the
possible origin of matriduxy is pursued in part via an analysis of Christina Stead’s modernist novel,
The Man Who Loved Children. In this exegesis I outline some of the research processes and creative
decision-making strategies  involved in  writing  Molly  Haydock,  and  identify  a  need  for  further
historical  research  into  specific  aspects  of  Reibey’s  life.  I  also  explore  issues  surrounding
indigeneity and frontier stories, and argue for a more balanced depiction of the spectrum of First
Nations’ experiences and responses to the invasion, which ranged from victimisation to resilience
and adaptation.  I  conclude  that  there  is  a  need for  more  works  of  historical  fiction  accurately
representing the intelligence and adaptability that have led to the current success of First Nations
people.  Molly Haydock synthesises the known outline of Reibey’s life with material  uncovered
during the research, and incorporates as much background detail concerning Reibey’s historical and
geographical  contexts  as  possible,  within  the  narrative  constraints  of  fiction.  Molly  Haydock
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imagines possible motivations for Reibey, and creates glimpses of what she may have seen and
heard, thought and felt, during the foundational era of Australia as a modern nation.
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I                                                                                                Stafford Assizes, England            
            August 24, 1791   
Every person sequestered in Staffordshire County Gaol heard the approach of the touring judge that
ripe August day. Gentry, farmers and townsfolk flocked the high street, making a holiday of it. The
enclosed souls soon to have their deeds weighed and their fortunes told heard the echoes of the
judge’s arrival bouncing in to them off the stone walls, mixed with the sounding of trumpets and the
tolling of bells. Among the men awaiting trial in the dungeon was a wiry little orphan from a village
further north, Molly Haydock, disguised as a boy, and calling herself James Burrow. Molly had
never  seen  a  large-town procession.  She  didn’t  know that  the  growing din  of  hobnailed  boots
tackety-tacking on the flagstones was made by twenty sheriff’s men in full ceremonial dress, armed
with ornate javelins and leading the judge’s majestic, slow-rolling carriage up the high street and
into Gaol Square.
When the judge was installed in the courthouse the bailiff broke away from the solemn
festivities and returned to the gaol to lead a group of prisoners out of the packed cells, through the
crumbling stone corridors and briefly across the open square. Molly was surprised to see the sun, as
if it might have disappeared in her absence. From the dazzling light of the square she stumbled
blindly into the cool, dark courthouse. She smelled the fresh herbs and flowers scattered underfoot
before she could see them.
As Molly’s eyes adjusted to the gloom she saw the judge and men of the jury, festooned with
nosegays of fresh herbs to ward off the deadly gaol distemper and its noxious emanations. Yawning,
they eyed the dirty, hungry defendants, calculating whether or not this lot could be got through
before dinnertime. The prisoners were called in turn to stand in the oak dock. The smell of pork
roasting on the spits in the square filled the air. Seeing others in the dock before her, Molly realised
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that every person who stood to be tried looked guilty. Her heart beat faster but she was still eager to
explain the misunderstanding that had led to her arrest.
A song thrush trilled just outside the high window, rejoicing in the warm day. Inside, the gavel
struck the sounding board, echoing around the wooden walls.
“James Burrow, the law is that thou shalt return to the place whence thou camest and from
thence to a place of execution where thou shalt hang by the neck til the body be dead. And the Lord῾
have mercy upon thy soul.”
Molly’s insides turned to water, darkness clouded her eyes, and she was soaked with sweat.
The turnkey’s fingers clutched her shoulder, half-supporting, half-propelling her out of the dock.
Behind her, the court officer announced the dinner recess.
Back  in  the  dim cell,  Molly  squatted  over  the  sludge-encrusted  easing  chair,  prudently
holding down her long, grubby labourer’s smock. Even under sentence of death she was careful not
to expose her private parts to the cell full of men. Her belly churned, but she couldn’t pass anything.
She dropped to all fours and crawled in the damp straw over the cool flagstones, pushing between
men’s legs to slide underneath the frame of a low-sided pallet left by some rich inmate. It was her
solitary haven because no-one else there, not even the skeletal Liam Quinlan known as Boggart,
was both skinny and short enough to fit under the pallet. There Molly could sleep untouched, out of
reach of night-time menacing by any of the more predatory prisoners. From beneath the pallet she
could only just  make out the silhouetted feet and ankles of the others in the cell.  Their  voices
reached her disembodied, as if from another world.
Hades, maybe.
She lay perfectly still, head resting on clammy arms. She couldn’t remember walking back
from the courthouse.
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Her bones felt heavy. But her head was light. Dizzy. A weight lay on her chest and her breath came
in shallow gasps.
To be hanged by the neck until dead.
Molly  closed  her  eyes,  trying  to  ride  out  the  waves  of  sickness  so  that  they  wouldn’t
overwhelm her. Her sentence and the cracking of the gavel reverberated in her soon-to-be-empty
skull. She tried to drown them by calculating how many months she’d been alive. Fourteen twelves
plus three are ... to be hanged … are one hundred and seventy-one … months … 
Molly fell into a deep sleep. She was one of the blessed ones to whom sleep comes quickly,
no matter what. Many hours later she woke, heart racing like a shuttle hammered through a loom,
hearing someone cry, “Grummer!” 
Her fellow prisoners, unused to the sound of the child’s voice, looked at each other gleefully
in the watery dawn light.
A sly voice said, “Jimmy wants is Grandmammy.” It was the London housebreaker and self-
appointed Upright Man of the cell, Joe Rogers. He’d been sentenced to death at the March assizes
five months ago, and still didn’t know when he would be executed. As time shoved him day after
day closer to the unknown day of his death, his favourite distraction was to torment weaklings.
Molly’s usefulness to him as a reader and writer protected her from beatings (and worse things), but
her secretiveness and genteel air made her the butt of many jokes.
“But does Granny want Jimmy?” Joe taunted. The sniggers and cackles of Joe’s followers
were cut short by the turnkey’s arrival with the porridge. Molly didn’t line up with her wooden bowl
with the rest.
“Jimmy got the wambles? No stummick for is breakfast?” Joe asked with mock concern.
“Got the morbs–e’s orf is chump,” said a maliciously cheerful someone.
The turnkey, chest swollen with the news, said, “Dinchye hear, Joe? Fortune Teller told im
e’s ta swing.” There was a collective exhalation. The little skulker who refused to talk to anyone
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would hang, for their edification. There was a silence while wits sharpened, savouring the delicious
joke of someone else’s execution. That it was the little namby-pamby to be strung up–too good to
speak to anyone–made it so much the sweeter. One by one Joe’s hangers-on, competing for his
approbation, joined the game.
“I’ll av yours, Jim–you won’t need it where you’re goin!”
“He’ll have the hearty choke with caper sauce, thanks Guv.”
“No, he’ll lay down his knife and fork!”
“No more porridge for im, he’s orf up a ladder ta bed.”
“Jimmy wants is Granmuvver.”
“Should a thought a that afore e took an orse as wasn’t is, eh?” the turnkey said.
“E’d a been better orf to take the orse a ten toes.”
“He’ll ride an orse orright. One foaled by an acorn!”
“Yes! The three-legged mare!”
“Jimmy’s invited to a necktie party!”
“E’ll be turned off!”
“He’ll shake a cloth in the wind, and is Granmuvver looking on.”
Molly tried to ignore them, but she sobbed at the thought of her grandmother. She felt so
near, after her dream.
Don’t watch, Grummer.
“Do Granny know you’re in the College ere keeping company wiv us, Gentleman Jim?”
“Tell er to look for im in the Eternity Box!”
Do the condemned get coffins?
“Tell er she’ll find im in deadly suspense!”
“Dance a caper for er!” 
“E’ll dangle in the sheriff’s picture frame.”
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“Tell Gran you’re off to see the world, Jimmy boy, startin with the deadly nevergreen, that
bears fruit all the year!”
Molly squeezed her eyes shut to blot out the vision this conjured, glad her tears were hidden
by the pallet. She’d wanted to see the world. Or at least, London. Instead she saw herself hanging
limply, neck in the noose, head lolling. Her stomach heaved and bile burnt her throat.  The room
began to spin.
“Fortune Teller told im e’s about to be the diet a worms.”
“Tell Granny er milksop’s a dustman!”
Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust.
“E’s under atches!”
“Dead as a nit!”
The wit finally ran dry as the work day began. Molly filed out of the cell behind the others and took
her turn grinding corn on the treadmill in the workroom forty minutes every hour. Her tough little
body, hardened by living rough and earning her keep running errands over the last few months, was
grateful for the soothing, rhythmic stepping. One, two. One, two.
But her mind rebelled, trying to turn time back. Her head was hot. Full of blood and regret.
Go back. Go back! Undo the day that led to this.  Over and over she relived those last few days
before her arrest, searching for the tipping point that had started her on the slippery slope toward the
gibbet. She wanted to relive the last free moment of her life; the last moment which wasn’t days
from dying.
On a sunny afternoon about ten days into August–two short weeks but a lifetime ago–she’d carried
a bundle of duds and stuff for a sailor making his way home from the port at Liverpool. He was
recently returned from an American slaving voyage. The sailor was a talker. He told Molly about
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Englishmen taking to native Indian ways and eating things never seen or heard of in England. They
walked along the Stafford Road, about a mile past the outskirts of Chester. Molly had never taken
that road so far before, and wondered about Stafford–she knew it was on the way to London. The
sailor led her away from the high road, down a stone-walled lane toward the village where his girl
waited for him. His pace quickened; now and again he broke into a jog, and Molly had to run to
keep up.
The sailor talked louder and faster and exclaimed over landmarks he hadn’t seen in years–
the oak tree he’d climbed as a child, a distant windmill, the old stone cattle byre built into the
roadside wall, where he’d kissed his girl goodbye. Finally he handed over a farthing and took back
his bundle, saying that he must run and that the child’s short pins’d never keep up with him.
Molly stood resting, her hands spread on the warm rock wall, watching the sailor until he
disappeared around a bend. She imagined his happy homecoming.
The afternoon inched toward evening. While her feet carried her slowly back along the lane
Molly tried to imagine the faraway places the sailor had seen. When she reached the high road she
turned back toward Chester. By now it was nearly nightfall and her heart began to thud–this road
was said to crawl with footpads at night.
In the twilight a man in a blue coat appeared, riding one horse and leading another. As they
drew near each other he asked, “Can ye sit a horse, lad?”
“Well enough, Sir,” Molly told him. The man said he was taking the horses to Stafford to
sell, and asked if she’d help him by riding the mare he led. Molly was glad to help. She didn’t want
to be alone this late in the day on the dangerous highway. Besides, Stafford was on the way to
London, the greatest city in the world. 
The man said to call him Uncle Darbin, and Molly said to call her James. They rode south as
the waxing moon rose, and Molly, longing for sleep, wondered when they’d call a halt for the night.
She could hardly keep her eyes open. The mare she rode had a spavin on one hind leg, so she could
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only plod. Darbin finally pulled up his horse under a low-spreading rowan tree that hid them from
the  road.  He  didn’t  talk  much;  that  suited  Molly–the  less  said,  the  better,  as  far  as  she  was
concerned–and Darbin seemed to feel the same. They hobbled the horses and shared some broken
bits of bread and cheese wrapped in oiled paper that Darbin took from a saddlebag. They lay down
and the man began talking about a sweetheart with bosoms like melons, while Molly made herself
as  comfortable  as she could with her head on a  saddle,  folded her  arms across  her chest,  and
pretended to snore. 
At first light they remounted, and travelled all day and the next through the countryside
toward Stafford. By noon of the second day the smoke of many fires hung before them. When they
came to an empty three-legged gallows, Darbin told her that this was Sandyford Meadow, and that
they would soon reach the town. There was still plenty of light, and would be for several hours.
Darbin had ridden in front, but now dropped back and they rode two abreast. He told Molly they’d
each sell their own mount, and see who got the better price. They entered Stafford in the early
evening, and Darbin dropped behind to ride single file on the busy streets. Molly looked back to
him at every crossroad to check the way, and Darbin always nodded and pointed with his chin along
the road. Guessing that the horse fair would be near the centre of town Molly followed the high
street, walking the tired horse easily and gazing around at the town, the biggest she’d ever seen. As
another crossroad came in sight she looked behind again, but could no longer see Darbin among the
people heading for home and supper. She wheeled the mare and retraced her path a quarter mile,
thinking he must have met a friend and stopped to talk. But he was nowhere to be seen. 
Molly was unsure what to do. She had the coin the sailor had given her, so she could feed
herself something, but she worried about what to do for the horse. At every crossroad handbills
were nailed to the signposts. Hoping that if she dawdled Darbin would catch up, she stopped to read
one. It was an announcement about the formation of the Stafford Association for the Prosecution of
Felons.  It  occurred to  her  to  wonder  if  the mare  actually  belonged to the man calling  himself
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Darbin. She asked a passerby and learned that the horse fair wasn’t in Stafford, but in a village just
the other side of it. It was getting late and Molly decided the safest thing was to get rid of the horse
as quickly as possible. She’d sell it. If Darbin showed up she’d tell him she’d done as he’d asked.
And if he didn’t show up, well, she would have more than enough to get to London and keep herself
while she looked for work. 
The first likely buyer she saw was a stout gent in fine clothes. She approached him and
asked if he’d like to buy the bay mare. The man looked interested and Molly was hopeful, but then
he saw the  spavin  and told  Molly to  move along.  Not  knowing where  to  go,  and the twilight
beginning to fade, she hung about the stable of an inn, The Swan. Here, at least, there was water in
the trough for the mare, and she bought a day-old half-loaf with the farthing. She tied the horse to a
rail on the street and in the dark scrounged hay and oats from below the feed boxes in the stable.
When the horse was fed, she crawled into an empty stall, and slept.
About five the next morning Molly mounted the bay and headed south along the high street.
Along came a person with spurs on his boots–an ostler. She asked if he’d like to buy the mare and
the ostler offered six pounds. 
Not to be outwitted, Molly countered with thirteen pounds, hoping he’d meet her halfway
and offer something closer to ten–the price she was set on getting. But the ostler wouldn’t budge, so
Molly said, “I’d rather stand the horse market with her, as she is a blood mare and about four years
old” (Darbin had told her that). The ostler looked into the mare’s mouth and reckoned she was as
old as he was, and that she had a spavin on her hind leg, and the marks of a spavin on the other. He
didn’t seem likely to change his mind, so Molly clucked to the mare and moved her on. Looking
back from her current vantage-point, lying under sentence of death in noisome Stafford Gaol, Molly
tormented herself for not accepting the six pounds, which now showed itself for what it was–a
princely sum.
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Along the street came a man with a floury apron and big, round belly. Thinking a baker
might have money and need a horse, Molly offered him the mare. Immediately suspicious, the man
grabbed hold of the mare’s bridle and called the carrier and a passing yeoman to help him restrain
the  rider  from  walking  the  horse  on.  They  pulled  her  down  from  the  back  of  the  mare  and
questioned her. Molly saw a man in a blue coat on a horse in the side street opposite her turn and
ride swiftly away. Molly called, “Uncle Darbin!” but the man had already disappeared. The angry
men pushed the child through the blue-grey flagstone streets toward the gaol, the carrier led the
mare and the other two gripped Molly tight by her wrists and shoulders. Someone took the mare
away to be identified. The owner had advertised her disappearance from Chester Common, and his
nephew identified her by her marks. In particular, by her dratted spavins. Molly wished she’d never
seen the mare, or Darbin.
Molly  sifted  through  memories  of  her  trial,  searching  for  anything  she  could  have  managed
differently.
Court to prisoner: “Age?” 
She wasn’t perfectly sure. Grummer had told her she was born in the wet spring of 1777, a
week or two after May Day, but Grummer couldn’t remember exactly which day. 
Molly was small. And her voice was high. So she could have said she was twelve. People
could believe a twelve-year-old boy was that short and shrill, and they might have had mercy. Not
that her voice was shrill, really, just that it was too high and light for a boy of fourteen. But she’d
had too much to hide to add to her secrets by lying about her age.
“Fourteen, Your Honour.”
“What business were you bred up in?”
“Assistant to a grocer.”
“Have you any father or mother?”
10
“Dead.”
“How long since?”
“Father, twelve years. Mother, four.”
The judge didn’t ask about grandparents.  Which was just  as well,  because she probably
couldn’t have said “Grummer, three months,” without a girlish break in her voice.
She’d never been one to talk much, and now silence was a cloak she used to hide herself in
plain sight. If this made some people think she thought she was better than they were, she didn’t
care. Let them think what they wanted–let them hate her. Anything, so long as they didn’t pry. 
In  Stafford  Gaol  Molly  soon  learned  that  the  lore  surrounding  the  criminal  trade  divided  the
prisoners: those who knew the lore–the Family–were a closed fraternity, speaking to each other in
words that  didn’t make sense to outsiders.  Usually the insiders were not locals,  but  Londoners
seeking to establish their Family franchises in fresh, northern fields. Some, like Joe Rogers, were
born to parents who lived by the criminal trade, and had learned it at their parents’ knees.  There
were several there–like Molly, who knew nothing about the Family’s code–who’d stumbled against
the law without being initiated into the Family. They were outsiders, and always would be.
Joe Rogers and his followers hated everything about Molly and people like her–most of all,
their  polite  speech and innocent,  educated  air. Joe  called  them weaklings  and simpletons.  The
lawbreakers’ tribe employed ironic over-politeness when dealing with gaol officers and anyone in
authority. Even if she’d wanted to belong to the Family–and sometimes she did want to, for she saw
they  had  power–Molly  knew it  was  impossible.  Her  countrified  ways  and  the  subtle  signs  of
uprightness stamped into her by her yeoman upbringing rendered her wholly despicable to Joe, who
had a nose like a parish pickaxe for sniffing out other people’s morals, even inherited ones.
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Each night lying under the pallet, Molly imagined Blackburn and the fields around it. The heather
would be blooming now–the baby swallows would have left their nests. The millworkers, wearing
shawls and scarves in the cool evenings after the steamy heat of the mills, would be clopping home
in their noisy wooden pattens, past cottage gardens full of primroses, daisies and ivy. 
Molly rehearsed the words of a letter to her aunt, puzzling over how to tell her what had happened.
What to tell her.
                                                                                                   Staffordshire County Gaol,
Mrs Adam Hope,                                                                               August 26, 1791
    Blackburn
Dear Aunt Hope, 
                          I regret to inform you that I am in Stafford Gaol. I was arrested and found guilty of
stealing a horse, although I give you my word I’ve never stolen anything. Sentence is death by
hanging. Before he left town the judge sent word that if anyone is willing to give me a home and pay
a bond as a guarantee of my good behaviour until I reach my majority I shall be allowed to go free.
I promise to behave myself well. Please come to me here, or send me aid. If you come you must ask
for James Burrow. 
                                                                                                      Your undutiful niece,
                                                                                                                              Molly Haydock
p.s.  Address  any  correspondence  to  James  Burrow. And  give  my  love  to  my  sister  Betty  and
everyone there.
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Imagining her name in black and white gave Molly a jolt. She had been glad to be free of it
ever since she’d heard it used in the gaol to describe the men used by others in the night. But more
than that, she had willed herself to be James for every moment of every day for so many weeks that
now some part of her acted as if it believed she really were James. In signing herself Molly she
would be betraying the boy she had conjured; ripping a hole in the cocoon of safety she’d so
painstakingly woven. 
But it wasn’t only safety she’d be losing. It was freedom. James had gone places and done
things  Molly  never  could  have.  Including  ending  up  in  Stafford Gaol,  she  grimaced.  But  she
couldn’t let go of him. 
If she wrote, who else might see the letter, since someone must send it for her? 
Perhaps she wouldn’t write. 
Then again, what good can being James do now? Who will help me, if I don’t tell Aunt Hope
where I am? 
There was no point dying as James if admitting she was Molly meant she could live. 
One of her uncles was an attorney and she had heard that sometimes prisoners appealed
against a judge’s decision by petitioning for mercy and explaining mitigating circumstances. Or–as
in her case–by clearing up a misunderstanding. All she needed was for her family to agree to take
her in–not much to ask, surely?  Which is greater, the chance of being helped by my aunts and
uncles, or the danger of revealing my sex? 
But would they help? Her aunts and uncles were already ashamed of her. They said she was
wild and unruly. They would call her rash spontaneity sin, and would ask (as so many times before)
why she couldn’t be more ladylike, like her sister. Molly flushed with anger, remembering her last
Sunday dinner at Grummer’s. Aunt and Uncle Hope had come, with their son David. Betty behaved
prettily, of  course,  and sat  talking  politely  about  her  work at  the  milliner’s,  and the  fine  lady
customers, whose silly airs she loved to copy. Molly and her cousin David escaped to climb the
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apple tree and when Betty was sent to look for them, they made cooing sounds, like doves, and
Molly dropped an apple directly onto Betty’s head. Egged on by Molly, David had thrown an apple,
probably harder than he meant to, and Betty pretended to faint from the blow. Hearing the ruckus,
the adults came outside just in time to hear Molly threatening Betty that she’d better get up or she’d
tell David about how Betty was so spineless she fainted when she got her first bleeding. Uncle Hope
was mortified to have such a subject mentioned in front of his son, and the family left in a hurry,
with Uncle Hope’s last words ringing in Molly’s ears, “You’d better take that child in hand, Mother
Law, or she’ll end badly, and bring shame on us all.”
Molly reasoned that although the Hopes thought she was wild, they were conscientious, and might
try to help her, if only because Grummer had loved her. Or, more likely, because they saw it as their
duty. Her sex must be discovered anyway, at some stage. She had a ghastly vision of her body being
washed after it was cut down from the gallows, as she and Nurse had washed Grummer’s body for
burial.
Molly dragged her thoughts from this horrid picture back to the question at hand. If she did
write, her uncles might prepare a petition on her behalf.  But would they? Knowing her rashness,
would they find it easy to believe the charges against her? They must be very angry, since they
hadn’t  heard  from her  since  she  ran  away  in  June.  And their  straightforward  hearts  would  be
scandalized by her disguising herself as a boy. Not to mention trying to sell a horse she didn’t own.
That could be explained, though. She felt sure that dressing as a boy to escape from the job they had
found for her and not writing to reassure them would be much worse in their eyes than what had
happened with the horse. She hadn’t stolen the mare, so she felt no guilt about that. Or almost none.
But she did wonder if the family would understand that she’d been far safer as James than as Molly,
and probably more virtuous. She realized–with a rush of pleasure at her own subtlety–that she could
write a different letter.
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The next morning Molly begged paper, ink and a quill from the turnkey, on credit, saying that an
aunt in Blackburn would send money to pay for them as soon as she received the letter. Molly was
almost sure this was true. The turnkey looked ready to refuse, so Molly winked at him, and gave
him a glimpse of the sixpence she had hidden in her half-closed hand. She’d separated it from the
tightly-knotted coins in her pocket earlier, in case he needed this kind of persuasion. The turnkey
smirked and soon returned with the things Molly needed, and when he handed them to her she
passed him the coin, hiding the transaction from the rest of the cell with the precious paper she now
held.                                                        
                                                                                                     Staffordshire County Gaol,
Mrs Adam Hope,                                                                                     August 27, 1791
    Blackburn
Dear Aunt Hope, 
                      I regret to inform you that I am imprisoned in Stafford. I was arrested and found
guilty of stealing a horse, although I didn’t steal it. I am sentenced to death by hanging. The judge
says if anyone is willing to give me a home and pay a bond as a guarantee of my good behaviour
until I reach my majority, I will be allowed to walk free. I promise to behave myself well.  Please
come to me in Stafford Gaol, or send me aid.
                                                                                               Your sister Jane’s child
                                                                                                            
p.s.  Address  any  correspondence  to  James  Burrow. And  give  my  love  to  my  sister  Betty  and
everyone there.
Having done the only thing she could think of, and finding herself incapable of praying anything
more than a few short, sharp pleas for mercy, Molly sank deep into herself. She tried not to think of
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her grandmother–even more so after she’d cried out to her in her sleep and exposed her grief to Joe
Rogers and his crew. But now images of Grummer Law–more like a second, better, mother to her
than a grandmother–crowded her mind. 
Springtime walks together to Billinge Wood to see the rhododendrons coming out. Their
favourite dell lined with moss, where they saw the first wild primroses and breathed deep the spice-
and-apples fragrance of sweetbriars. Gathering mushrooms, bilberries, wild strawberries. Cutting
dandelion leaves and creecy greens from their  dark clumps for salads. This time last  year they
collected the hips and haws of wild roses for making tea, and hazelnuts, chestnuts and blackberries
in the autumn.
Molly imagined herself back on Grummer’s hearth, and wished she’d never had to leave it.
Two books, Bunyan’s  Pilgrim’s Progress,  and Defoe’s  Robinson Crusoe, lay on the mantlepiece
above the bacon rack in the parlour. The family Bible sat on the small table opposite the fireplace,
where Grummer sat to eat her meals, while Molly sat on a footstool on the hearth. Molly read
portions of the Bible when her grandmother directed her to, but the two other books she read over
and over, until she had parts of each by heart.
With the start  of the colder weather last  autumn, Grummer had started coughing. Nurse
made her beef soup, and when Molly opened the door each day after dame school, all she smelled
were  the  sickroom smells  of  camphor  and burnt  vinegar. Nurse  was housekeeper  and grocer’s
assistant to Widow Law–they’d started calling her Nurse years before, when she first came to the
house to help care for Molly after her mother went away. Molly no longer needed a nurse, but Nurse
still worked for them because Grummer said she was welcome to stay as long as she cared to. 
The barber came and put leeches to Grummer’s temples, but still she coughed and tossed at
night. The pain-wracked nights lasted all that winter and into the spring. 
Aunt Hindle wrote’A Memorial of the Last Days on Earth of Widow Law.’She wanted to
make an accounting to God of the old lady’s life, as people like her do. She sat for hours next to
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Grummer’s bed, asking about her childhood, her marriage, her childbearing, the deepening of her
faith on the death of her husband, and her hopes for her children and grandchildren. 
Molly hated it. She felt that her aunt might as well open the front door and call out for death
to take her darling Grummer away.
But old Widow Law rallied,  and everyone rejoiced to see her walking about the village
again. She always had a kind word or a canny story for anyone she met. Molly was jealous of
anyone else’s love for Grummer; she wanted her all to herself. Their walks were her special delight,
because Betty didn’t like to exert herself, or get dirty. To Molly’s relief, Grummer got stronger, and
no-one thought of her dying anymore.
Ever since her mother had gone, Grummer and Molly had shared the big bed, and it was
blessedly warm in the long winter nights to snuggle, back to back. One night just months ago, in the
spring, Grummer sat up after midnight and pulled back the bed-curtains. Molly thought she wanted
the pot, but she opened her eyes when she heard her gasping. The old woman saw her wake, and
between raspy breaths Molly heard her whisper, “Nurse.” 
Molly lit the tallow and climbed the cold stairs to the attic in her bare feet, taking care not to
trip on her long nightgown. She knocked sharply on the attic door, and when Nurse finally woke,
she followed Molly downstairs, where Grummer lay gasping among the pillows. Nurse told Molly
to sit with Grummer and do anything she asked while she went for the barber. After Nurse left,
Grummer stirred and tried to sit up. Molly asked what she wanted, but Grummer shook her head.
She couldn’t speak for coughing, and her eyes rolled. Then she quietened, and sank back into the
pillows.
Molly tucked in the blankets and held her hand. When she felt the papery hand go limp,
Molly felt the muscles across the back of her neck relax. She put Grummer’s hands under the covers
and kissed her forehead. But Grummer lay still. Her chest didn’t lift or fall. Molly put her hand in 
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front  of  the  old  lady’s  nose  and  mouth  but  felt  no  air  moving.  She  whispered,  “Grummer,
Grummer!” and gently shook the old lady’s bony shoulder. There was no response. 
Molly held Grummer’s hand and kissed her cheek. She tried to stop her tears from dripping
on the stiff, old fingers, lest they get cold. When at last Nurse came with the barber, they left the
room almost as soon as they entered. They said nothing to Molly, nor to each other, and Molly saw
that they thought she didn’t know. 
She sat alone with death and wondered where her Grummer was now. She’d made Molly
memorize  the  text,  “For  God  so  loved  the  world  that  He  gave  His  only  begotten  Son,  that
whosoever  believeth  on  Him  should  not  perish,  but  have  everlasting  life.”  Molly  knew  that
Grummer had believed in Him and confessed herself a sinner whose sins were paid for by His
death, and so she must be with Him now. She knew she should be happy for her, but instead her
heart burned. She wished she’d told her how much she loved her, and that she was thankful–for so
many things. Just three short hours ago Grummer had said, “See you in the morning, Mollassy.” 
After a time Nurse came back, face all rubbed red and said, “Come, lass.” Molly stayed
where she was, not willing to let go of her grandmother’s hand while it was still warm. Nurse put
her arms around the girl and held her close. A sobbing started. Wordless wailing filled the room and
after a few moments Molly realized it came from her own lungs. She gave herself to grief and
wailed on. Eventually she felt emptied. There was no more in her. No tears, no voice. All she could
do was sit, numb and dumb. 
Nurse took the counterpane from the bed and wrapped Molly in it. At first the girl tried to
put it back over the corpse but Nurse called the barber to help her and they laid her grandmother out
on the kitchen table downstairs. Molly hated to see Grummer taken from her warm bed to the cold,
bare table, but she could only sit, stunned, beside the body, while Nurse went through the house and
shop to make sure that all the curtains she’d closed the evening before were fully drawn, so that 
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when daylight came the town would know that they were a house in mourning. When everything
was arranged, Molly and Nurse sat watch together while the best candles burned small.
“Let’s hope your good weeds for your mother’s mourning’ll still fit you, Molly-lass. Wear
them today and I’ll send your everyday dress to the dyers.” 
Molly heard nothing. She was thinking of all the times she’d walked with her grandmother
to the Saturday market. Grummer would buy her cherries. Or a pear, after they learned that the
cherry seller  rolled the merchandise around in his  mouth,  one by one.  To give a lasting lustre.
Afterwards Grummer teased Molly about how many cherries she’d eaten from this man before
they’d learned his trade secret.
One time she bought Molly an orange that had come all the way from Spain. She taught her
to make Bury black pudding, and to cook tripe the way she’d taught Molly’s mother, and her own
mother had taught her before that. For several years now she’d trusted Molly to serve customers in
the grocery shop she ran in her front room, and to deliver orders on Grummer’s little chestnut mare.
Sometimes, in the long summer evenings, she and Molly went to the cemetery in the churchyard,
where they weeded her father’s and sisters’ graves and wandered among the ancient tombstones.
Their favourite said ‘Chris Law–1500’ and they made up stories about his life. Grummer loved to
tell stories about how much things had changed since she was a girl, since the building of the water
frames for the looms in the new cotton mills, and the foundries. They wondered if Chris Law,
almost three hundred years before, had known how to read and write. They even wondered if he’d
been good. 
If Grummer thought a thing she said it, and she believed in telling children the truth, which
meant that Molly knew a few things about life and adults that her sister Betty, five years older, still
didn’t know. For instance, she’d learned about bleeding before Betty, who was terror-stricken by her
body. Grummer had made sure Molly knew what was normal for girls of sixteen well before time,
so she wouldn’t be afraid when it came. And perhaps, Molly wondered now, because she guessed
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she might not be here then. Since their father died Betty had been raised by an aunt and uncle, who
had very different ideas about what children should and (mostly) shouldn’t know. 
Grummer had made Molly learn her Scripture verses, and made sure she embroidered and
rode  a  horse  as  well  as  any  gentlewoman.  Molly  preferred  plain  sewing  to  embroidery,  and
Grummer often gave her materials to make shirts for her cousins as presents. She never allowed
Molly to play at setting sums for herself until she’d copied ten lines in perfect copperplate each day.
Only a few months ago Molly had seen her grandmother looking carefully at her. When
Molly  noticed,  the  old  lady  looked  away. When  she  asked  what  was  on  her  mind  Grummer
answered, “The Good Lord only knows what’ll become of you, my Mollassy.” At the time, Molly
thought she was worried about who’d marry a flat-chested girl like her, but now she guessed that
her grandmother had already suspected she didn’t have much longer to live, and wondered who’d
look after her when she was gone. 
One of her aunts would take her in. Through the long night, Molly worried which one. 
The next morning she woke to see grey light filtering into the kitchen from the white chintz
curtains in the parlour, and wondered why she wasn’t in bed. Then she remembered. 
As it turned out, none of her aunts took her in. The day after the funeral, Aunt and Uncle
Hope moved into Grummer’s house, and Aunt Hindle arranged a job for Molly at a boarding school
in Bury, fourteen and a half miles along the Roman Road.
20
II
The mindless routine of the prison was interrupted the day after Molly sent the letter to her aunt,
when the door of the night cell ground open and the turnkey announced, “Assheton, you walk.”
Assheton had been expecting this. He picked up his bundle and stepped lightly out into the
soft twilight. Every eye followed him. From under the pallet, Molly watched his ankles disappear.
“What about the whipper-snapper, Jimmy Burrow, milord? When’s is Nibs to be tucked up?”
asked malicious Joe.
“Guvnor said appeal to Royal Mercy to commute is sentence to transportation as been made.
Usual procedure. E won’t hang, I don’t doubt,” said the turnkey.
Joe’s chorus chimed in,  “Oh please, yer Onner,  Jimmy boy wants a discount! He doesn’t
want ter pay full price!”
“An oliday instead–can’t complain about that, Jim!”
Molly hardly heard them over the wave of relief washing through her. Every one of her
muscles relaxed and she exhaled a great sighing breath. Not to hang! Surely now her family would
take her in, since a representative of the King himself saw fit to show her mercy. Around her, the
voices rose to wring their own sort of enjoyment from her news. Joe led, “So it’s not to be the wry
face and a watered patch of breeches for you, Prince Jim!” 
“Seems he won’t go out of this world by the steps and the string after all.”
“Not yet, at any rate. But give im time–e’ll stand before a judge again.”
“He’ll cross the herring pond at the King’s expense.”
“Jim as found the golden bridge–and where do it lead? To New Souf Wales, a pox on the
world’s rear end!”
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As the fear of being hanged receded, Molly realised that she had taken the risk of involving her
family and thereby possibly exposing her sex, perhaps for nothing. A determination to keep her
secrets in future set in her, like dried glue. 
Several others in the cell were also sentenced to transportation, and the talk often turned to
Botany Bay. Even the most ignorant had heard of it, because of the hullaballoo when James Cook
and Sir Joseph Banks first returned from their voyage, and because of the fantastic tales that had
grown about the southern land of legendary richness. A tiny bud of hope grew in Molly as she heard
the others talk. If her aunt couldn’t help her, she would see the sea, and New South Wales–and on
the way, they’d pass through famous ports. Not to mention London, on the road to the ship at
Gravesend.
Five days after Molly’s letter was sent, the workroom door opened and the Keeper–the hard-faced
Governor of the gaol himself–announced, “Visitor for Jim Burrow.” As she followed him through
the  blackened stone  corridors  toward the  visitors’ room,  Molly  worried  about  why the  Keeper
hadn’t sent his turnkey on this errand. The tips of her fingers and the old scar on top of her head
tingled as she imagined that the Governor had discovered her secret. When she entered the small
grubby room she saw not her aunt, but her uncle, in the opposite doorway. 
Molly  swallowed  dryness  and  her  throat  swelled  at  the  sight  of  her  uncle.  By  some
mysterious action of mental associations the cold man seemed to bring with him the warmth of
home–a sweet breath of Blackburn and everyone she loved. But the expression on his face was
more harrowing than a Good Friday sermon. He looked at her as though she’d knifed him through
the heart and he were dying of the wound.
Adam Hope, fastidiously dressed woollen draper, had wrapped his ankles in vinegar-soaked
rags to repel vermin, so that no lice or fleas could stow away in his shoes or his woollen hose.
Molly could see that he’d prepared himself to be shocked by her appearance. Instead, he looked
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repelled. She tried to picture what she looked like, to him. She was filthy and must stink like a
cesspit, even across the room. Molly had always resembled his wife, Penelope–her dead mother’s
sister–and she hoped that despite the dirt, her small face and large round eyes would now remind
him of Penny. The long woollen smock frock she wore, like any common labourer’s, must look
strange to him. She’d cut her hair to shoulder length, parted it on the side like a boy, and tied it at
the nape of her neck with a rag. Molly saw him marveling at how these small changes gave her
slight frame enough of an impression of boyhood for the secret of her sex to remain undiscovered
despite her being arrested, tried in a court of law, and imprisoned with dozens of men for several
weeks. 
Molly knew better than to expect Uncle Hope to lie for her, ramrod-upright church elder that
he was, but with her eyes she silently implored him not to expose her secret. Her heart slowed and
her head throbbed over what he might give away, deliberately or accidentally.
“Child,” he said. That was promising. Her neck relaxed a little. The Keeper motioned them
to two stools at the bare deal table. By mutual understanding the girl in boy’s clothes and the man
with his well-cut suit and vinegary ankles shifted the stools and sat side by side, their backs to the
Keeper. 
Uncle Hope opened by telling her that sin must be punished. Molly easily forgave him the
predictable shot, since he seemed willing to hide her secret. And besides, he seemed so incredibly
dear, having come all the way from home to this hell-hole, for her sake. He could have told her (yet
again) that the wages of sin is death, and she still would have felt warmed to have him sitting there
beside her. He asked no questions, which Molly–ever hopeful–chose to interpret as further proof
that he was trying not to expose her. He was the only person she’d seen in more than two months
who’d once known her as Molly Haydock–the only person she’d seen in all that time who knew that
she didn’t belong in the boy’s clothes she wore. She sensed that the Keeper, standing watch beside
the door, still had no inkling that she was a girl–she thanked her uncle with her eyes. He must hate
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this grey deception. Grummer had always said that in his eyes there was only black and white, with
no shades between. Apparently even he could see that keeping her sex hidden was the safer path for
her. Or perhaps–stabbing thought–he’d decided she was beyond redemption.
“The Keeper told me that your sentence will be commuted to transportation for seven years.
Your Uncle Walmsley has agreed to help me prepare a petition. We had supposed we’d be asking
for your life. Instead, we will ask for a pardon.”
Uncle Hope sat  many moments without speaking further. Molly assumed he didn’t trust
himself  to speak for fear of endangering her. She wanted to  ask him about everyone at  home,
especially her favourite cousin, David, but was afraid she might give herself away to the Keeper. 
Knowing that he would need some grounds for the petition, and seeing from his silence that
he was not likely to ask her for any, Molly told him about the events leading to her arrest. She’d
relived them so many times during her imprisonment that they came out like a story about someone
else. And in a sense, they were about someone else–James Burrow–whom she must remember she
was, every moment in front of the Keeper standing there, spying. She reminded herself to keep her
guard up–despite the unexpected, bone-melting relief she felt at finally being with someone who
knew her as Molly.
Molly, eyes on the table, recited her story, “The boarding school was a shambles, and the
cook hated me. The mistress was bedridden and the master usually drunk. Another person who
worked there, Lydia, was even unhappier than I was. The butler kept trying to catch her alone. She
asked me to run away with her.”
The Keeper sniggered, “Yer don’t look the eloping sort, Jim.” Molly and her uncle shared a
glance.
“We used some of the money you and Aunt Hope gave me when you sent me away to buy
food, and old clothes to disguise ourselves.”
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The Keeper spoke again, “Bully for you, Jim! I’d not stay to be a fart-catcher, neither.”
Adam Hope stared at him, his face a mask of disdain, and the Keeper dropped his eyes.
“Lydia had a sister in Chester who’d just given birth, so we headed there. We skirted round
Manchester and mostly walked at night, hiding in the thickest dingles in the daytime. It took five
days. Once we got there, I was alone. Her sister was glad to take her in to help with the baby. I slept
wherever  I  could find a  spot  hidden from the peace  officer–the  Chester  man never  rests  from
hunting out vagrants. I earnt enough to eat running errands, and collecting mushrooms and greens in
the woods to sell, house to house.”
Adam Hope looked surprised to hear his niece speak so many words at once–she’d always
been a silent child. Molly knew that he thought she was not quiet as a demure girl should be, but
quiet in a secretive, stubborn way that he found provoking. One of her closest friends in Blackburn
was a mute girl,  Alice,  with whom she seemed to share secrets without words. Blackburn wits
called them the Twin Mutes. Now, Molly was afraid that her unusual talkativeness would make him
wonder if her story were wholly true. Even to her it sounded like an elaborate display of pretended
innocence.  If only Aunt Hope had come, or even Uncle Walmsley. They would have believed me. 
Adam Hope still said nothing, and Molly continued, “One day an errand took me out along
the high road between Chester and Stafford. As I walked back towards Chester, a man asked me to
help him by riding the horse he was leading into the fair at Stafford. He seemed respectable. He said
we should each sell our mount, to see who could get the better price. But when we got to Stafford
he disappeared. I tried to sell the horse, since he’d told me to, but some men thought I was too
young to be selling a horse. They arrested me and said that I’d stolen the horse.”
The  Keeper  snorted  and  Adam,  startled,  stared  coldly  at  him.  Unabashed,  the  big  man
winked knowingly, tossed his head back toward the cells and said, “I’ve got an ole prison full a
innocent people back there, Guv, if you’d only hear their stories.”
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The dapper draper was silent, eyeing his neatly laced boots. Molly realised that the most
persuasive thing to him was that a court of law had found her guilty. At this thought, Molly stared at
the dirt floor, caught up in visions of what had followed her arrest. 
The gaol building was so damply decrepit that another was being built to replace it. As the men
dragged her through the gate in the high prison wall,  chickens ran squawking before them–the
prison courtyard was spattered with their reeking droppings. Molly glimpsed the windowless black
holes of the night cells through the open doors as she was manhandled past them. At night the single
source of light for those locked inside was the small square grates in the doors. The Keeper, swilling
beer over the ledger on his grimy table, asked, “Name?” 
He mockingly offered her his quill, so Molly took it and wrote, “James Burrow.”
“Fine catch, this one, eh? An orse thief that knows his letters!” said the baker.
The rest of the Keeper’s questions were answered by her captors, who then herded her to a
huge door which the turnkey opened.  He shoved her  into the workroom, packed with stinking
bodies. The only space to stand was just inside the door and Molly stood while her eyes adjusted to
the dimness. A hunchback, not right in the head, stepped up to her, spittle swinging two inches past
his chin, and made grunting sounds that made no sense. A gob of saliva landed on Molly’s lip, and
she rubbed it until it burned.
“Here’s a new molly for you, Joe. One that reads and writes!” the turnkey said from the
doorway. Startled, Molly wondered how anyone knew her name. Someone fondled her buttocks
while others sniggered, and the warden sitting on his platform shouted, “Enough a that!” 
A tall, wiry man whom Molly soon came to know as the boss prisoner, Joe Rogers, said,
“Wot’s this, then?”
“Horse thief,” said the turnkey.
“Horse thief my arse! Patted a horse, more like, and took credit for disappearing it. Gull.” 
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“You’ve been played, gudgeon.” One of Joe’s lackeys cuffed Molly’s ear. She fumed, but
kept silent. She knew she was innocent, but it wasn’t–as these men were suggesting–because she
wasn’t capable of stealing a horse. She backed up against the wall and wondered how soon she’d be
able to explain to a judge what had happened. 
As Molly’s eyes grew used to the half  light she saw that some of the men were almost
naked, and many had neither shoes nor stockings. Their bodies crawled with vermin, their skin was
scabbed with livid bites and the marks from their scratching. It was the noisiest place she’d ever
been  in.  Somewhere  outside  women  were  screeching  abuse  at  each  other,  and  children  were
swearing and crying. In here, men roared, sang, chattered, and muttered, over a constant chorus of
consumptive coughing and the creaking of the treadmill. Adding further torment to the din, the sour
stench of sweat, urine, crushed bedbugs and excrement permeated everything. Molly thought after
being there, her clothes might never be washed enough to smell sweet again. 
Molly  was  drawn back from these  memories  by the Keeper  saying,  “Time’s up,  Sir,”  with  an
awkward, obsequious bow. Adam Hope stood. He reached into his leather satchel and handed Molly
a small parcel of her aunt’s special black pudding, and some coins tied tightly in a kerchief. Not
stopping to look at them, she smuggled them through the side slit in the smock into the pocket she
wore underneath, tied around her waist. She saw her uncle catch the cunning look on her face as she
did this, and turned away from him.
Adam Hope wouldn’t be hurried. He had one last thing to tell her, and Molly moved to face
him as he said, “We will prepare a petition for a pardon. However, we will not lie, and we will not
pay a bond for your good behaviour.” He lowered his voice as he delivered the family’s verdict,
“You have given us no reason to believe you capable of behaving yourself, and we will not allow
you to corrupt our children. We can’t sign a guarantee that you won’t commit any felonies for four
or five years, for that would be to promise something we’re almost certain is impossible.”
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Impossible! 
After the rush of indignation came cold clarity. Molly realised that the refusal to pay her
bond and give her shelter shouldn’t surprise her. After all, when Grummer died they’d sent her out
to work as a maid rather than take her in. At the time she believed them when they said it was for
her own good, that it was the best preparation for running her own house one day, and many girls in
Blackburn would envy her the chance to see Bury–a much larger town than their village, with just
three thousand souls. She’d been excited at the prospect of going out into the world to fend for
herself, but now she felt only bitterness that they’d rather allow her be sent to the far side of the
world in chains than offer her shelter. 
Something inside Molly hardened. She knew that she’d have to take care of herself, since
no-one else would. Perhaps they believed she really had stolen the horse. Or perhaps they thought
that even if she were innocent of that charge she must have been living dishonestly since leaving
her job in June. They didn’t know, or wouldn’t believe her, about her errand-running, nor how much
there is to eat in the fields and woods in summer–if you’re hungry enough, and know what to look
for. And perhaps they feared for the morals of their children, if she was to enter any of their homes.
Molly pushed away the thought that even if by some miracle she were pardoned, there was not a
hearth in the country at which she was welcome. Not a place in the world she could call home. She
didn’t look up from the floor as Adam Hope left.
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III
Back in the workroom, Molly discovered a sheet of paper folded into the parcel of pudding. It was a
note from Betty.
My disgraced sibling,
                             (I hardly know how to salute you in your present circumstance) I have conversed
with a Mr Scott who may be able to help you get your freedom. But it will cost you. He says he will
come to you and explain everything. I told him you had two guineas from our uncles, so he knows
you can pay. I’m to be married on the 11th instant, so wish me well. I don’t suppose there’s any point
in me telling you to be good.
                                                May Almighty God grant you the grace to repent,
                                                                                                      Your Loving Sister,
                                                                                                                                Betty
Two guineas! Molly slipped her hand into her pocket to weigh the coins. They were heavy.
Two guineas! A whole year’s wages for an undermaid, as she’d been before she ran away. Was this
generosity, or guilt money–to ease their consciences about not taking her in?
Betty had only written on one side of the paper. Molly folded it carefully into her pocket.
She could sell or barter it when someone needed paper, or when someone next asked her to write a
letter for them–she could charge extra, if she provided the paper.
Later that evening when Molly was alone under the pallet, Uncle Hope’s words, “We will
not lie for you,” tolled like death bells in her skull. What could they mean, except that he intended
to give the authorities her proper name and sex when he wrote the petition?
29
On Saturday, September third, cell bossman and Molly’s chief tormentor, Joe Rogers, was told that
he’d be hanged the following Saturday. By that day he would have waited six months and one day
for his sentence to be carried out. One hundred and eighty-four days.
An older, quiet prisoner named Alexander approached Molly with a cutting from a news-
sheet, “Lad, I’m for Botany Bay, and my children asked a gentleman for help. He sent this, but
we’re not learned folk.” Unlike Joe, Alexander didn’t try to bully her, and Molly was glad to help
him. As she began to read,  the noise in the workroom fell  to a rustle and even the treadmill’s
creaking slowed–everyone was hungry for news, even news of a place at the end of the world.
Molly read,
________________________________________________________________________________
LETTER FROM A FEMALE CONVICT.
                                                                                    Port Jackson, 14th November, 1788.
“I TAKE the first opportunity that has been given us to acquaint you with our 
disconsolate situation in this solitary waste of the creation. Our passage, you may 
have heard by the first ships, was tolerably favourable; but the inconveniences since 
suffered for want of shelter, bedding, &c., are not to be imagined by any stranger.”
“I think we could imagine them, eh, mates?” came the first of many interjections. The voices
died as Molly read on.
“However, we have now two streets, if four rows of the most miserable huts you can 
possibly conceive of deserve that name. Windows they have none, as from the 
Governor’s house, &c., now nearly finished, no glass could be spared; so that lattices of
twigs are made by our people to supply their places. At the extremity of the lines, 
where since our arrival the dead are buried, there is a place called the church­yard; 
but we hear, as soon as a sufficient quantity of bricks can be made, a church is to be 
built, and named St. Philip, after the Governor. Notwithstanding all our presents, the 
savages still continue to do us all the injury they can, which makes the soldiers’ duty 
very hard, and much dissatisfaction among the officers. I know not how many of our 
people have been killed. As for the distresses of the women, they are past description, 
as they are deprived of tea–”
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“Poor princesses, no tea! Yer Majesty, please pass the princesses the teapot.”
Molly continued,
“–as they are deprived of tea and other things they were indulged in in the voyage by 
the seamen, and as they are all totally unprovided with clothes,”
“No clothes–The wimmen ave no clothes! Send me there, please, yer Majesty!”
“those who have young children are quite wretched. Besides this, though a number of 
marriages have taken place, several women, who became pregnant on the voyage, and 
are since left by their partners, who have returned to England, are not likely even 
here to form any fresh connections.” 
“I’m on my way, darlin, I’ll give ye a connection!”
“Little Jim’ll become Lord Jim wiv the lonely ladies o New Souf Wales!”
“Much good e’d do em. More like e’ll find imself a mother there,” spat Joe.
Molly read on, rasing her voice, 
“We are comforted with the hopes of a supply of tea from China, and flattered with 
getting riches when the settlement is complete, and the hemp which the place 
produces is brought to perfection. Our kangaroo rats are like mutton, but much leaner;
and there is a kind of chickweed so much in taste like our spinach that no difference 
can be discerned.”
“Rats an chickweed–food a the gods in New Souf Wales!”
“Something like ground ivy is used for tea; but a scarcity of salt and sugar makes our 
best meals insipid. The separation of several of us to an uninhabited island was like a 
second transportation. In short, every one is so taken up with their own misfortunes 
that they have no pity to bestow upon others. All our letters are examined by an 
officer, but a friend takes this for me privately. The ships sail tomorrow.”
Some prisoners argued that the writer, being a woman, exaggerated the convicts’ hardships,
while others (notably those not sentenced to transportation) suspected she hadn’t told the half of it.
Molly calculated.  Two years and ten months had passed since the letter was written.  What had
become of the miserable people in that hungry colony since then? 
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A visitor who came to pay his last respects to Joe brought him a news-sheet, and Joe laughed at a
report that the lure of Botany Bay had made shoplifters and pickpockets more daring than ever. The
writer worried that every idle person would be induced to commit some depredation sufficient to
have  him  sent  to  settle  in  so  fertile  a  country,  at  the  expense  of  the  public  purse.  The  men
condemned to transportation cheered at this. The thought of themselves outsmarting the indignant
gentry  by  tricking  their  way  to  Botany  Bay–that  land  of  riches–filled  them  with  glee.  
“Hogwash,” Joe called it. “I’d rather hang than go to that Godforsaken place. Cronies of
mine in Newgate, hard as nails, have asked to be hanged rather than go there.”
Molly shrank at the thought of a place so terrible that people would rather die on the gallows
than be sent there. She guessed that Joe, with only days to live, was too spiteful to allow that others
might be going to a better place than he, and wanted to blight even this desperate hope. But which
was it? Wonderful, or terrible?
A week later a letter addressed to James Burrow came, from Betty.
My Sibling,
                 Ever since we learned of your arrest, as you might imagine, everyone has had an opinion
about the bold-faced naughty young horse thief, James Burrow of Chester. Since we learned of the
likelihood of the commutation of your sentence to transportation I have sought high and low for
information about New Holland. There’s not much to know, since apparently it’s only been there
three years. Our Uncle Walmsley’s colleagues, who’ve heard rumours of our connection with the
scoundrel  James  Burrow,  have  been  most  anxious  to  help,  and  have  taken  to  including  any
clippings concerning New South Wales they come across in with their legal correspondence with
him. One in particular has collected much information because his brother has been an officer
there since the beginning. I enclose one letter from a news-sheet, and hope to send more. One
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article about the cost of sending miscreants so far is too long to include, but I’ll copy one sentence
from it:  “But he (the Honourable member of the Parliament) thought it better to get rid of bad
members of the community by exporting them to Botany Bay, were the expense sixty or seventy
pounds each, than to keep them within the precincts of our own society, when they might possibly
have  an  opportunity  of  corrupting  the  honest  and industrious.”  Just  think  of  the  Government
spending seventy pounds to get rid of you! From all we have read it is a terrible place, that’s for
sure. I was married two weeks back, so God willing you’ll be an aunt before your seven years in the
outcast of God’s creation are through. I hope you have learned to behave by then.
                                                                                                   God help you,
                                                                                                                   Mrs Betty Foster
         Betty, of the beautiful bonnets and well-brushed hair, who never does anything wrong–at least
not that the adults find out about. She must love this. Her little sister was always there for her–
getting into scrapes and showing the aunts and uncles what a wonderful girl Betty was. But this was
more than a scrape. Betty could gloat all she liked, but Molly would show her, somehow. She’d find
a way, that was sure.
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IV
Molly constantly mulled over the question of what would happen once the authorities learned from
the petition that James Burrow was actually Molly Haydock. Her thoughts jumped between the
various courses of action open to her, unable to settle on one. A decision was forced upon her one
morning when the turnkey told the cell that they were to bathe instead of working on the treadmill.
This  unexpected  event  was  due  to  new  regulations  on  gaols  and  gaolers  recently  made  by
parliament. Even then Molly dallied, but when some of the men were detailed to carry pails of
water from the well in the courtyard to the workroom, she approached the turnkey.
“Sir, I’m a girl,” she said plainly. “I can’t be washed with the men.” Overhearing her, one of
the men called out, “Ere, Jimmy says e’s a lass! E wants to be bathed wiv the wimmen!”
“Nice trick, Jimmy–wouldn’t we all like to be bathed with the wimmen, though!”
“You know they’ll whip you to your marrow-bones when they find out you’re joking, boy.”
“Is upper storey must be unfurnished to make a joke like that.”
“Either that, or is lower storey is untooled!”
“No sugar stick, eh?” The turnkey bent and groped hard between Molly’s legs, meaning to
cause the boy punishing pain for his cheek. Molly gagged at his rotten breath. The astonishment on
the turnkey’s face as he straightened told the courtyard what he had found. 
Or, more to the point, not found.
Flabbergasted, the turnkey shouted for the Keeper, who led Molly through the courtyard and
back to his ledger. Mind racing, Molly considered what name to give. The men’s grunts and groans
over the mollies in the night cell made the name ‘Molly’ unthinkable. 
“Mary  Haydock,”  she  said.  The  Keeper,  mistaking  her  northern  accent,  wrote  “Mary
Etticks.” Mary didn’t correct him–all the better for her, if they didn’t know her real name.
34
The turnkey dug his fingers into the soft place in Mary’s shoulder where it hurt most, and
marched her before him to the door of the women’s workroom, where the women and children were
already bathing. He knocked loudly. At first there was no reply because those inside couldn’t hear
above the plashing of water, and shrieks at the cold novelty of bathing. Eventually the Keeper’s
wife, who was busy supervising the women, heard the ratt-a-tatt-tatt of his knuckles on the solid oak
door.
She opened the door and emerged swiftly, closing it behind her. The turnkey said, “Here’s
another for your side, Ma’am.”
She eyed the prisoner suspiciously, “What? Isn’t he no boy, then?”
“At’s what it would seem, Ma’am.” The turnkey didn’t mention his confirmatory groping.
The Keeper’s wife addressed the prisoner, “Tell me straight, are ye a boy or are ye a girl?
I’m not letting no boy in here wiv the women.”
“Ma’am, I’m a girl,  as you’ll see for yourself soon enough. I’d be daft to say otherwise
when all will soon be made clear inside,” Mary said, nodding toward the closed door. That was
logic enough for the matron and she motioned the turnkey away before opening the door just wide
enough for Mary to slip in, “Unrig yourself, bloss, and let’s see what ye’ve been hiding.”
Most of the women bathed in their slips, but since Mary had none, she had to bathe in the
undershirt she wore beneath her smock. To her humiliation the Keeper’s wife lifted her shirt-tails as
she took off her smock. The rest of the women made sure of her sex for themselves, by the evidence
of their own eyes and pinching hands as she bathed.
“Molly now, is it, Jim?” asked Jane Watt, their leader. “I’ll warrant you’ve been a molly, too.
Popular in the men’s cell, were you? Made it into your own molly-house, eh?”
The women within earshot cackled.
“Mary. My name is Mary,” she said.
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The whole prison was in an uproar over young James Burrow’s transformation into a woman. Some
men wouldn’t believe it. They didn’t believe they could have been fooled so completely by a girl
who was locked in with them for so many weeks. They were still convinced it was a ruse to gain
access to the women while they were bathing, and reluctantly admired James for his quick thinking.
Betty lost  no time in letting her sister  know the extent of her infamy–she wrote a  note
addressed to Mary Etticks–especially to inform her that her infamous fraud had been published in
news-sheets all around the country.
After the tumult over Mary’s masquerade subsided, her days fell into a new routine. By pulling the
wool over the eyes of every person in the prison she’d made herself a much greater target for hatred
and taunting among the women than the runt James Burrow had ever been among the men. The
professionals among the women–there were some, although not as many as among the men–hated
her passionately. Most especially the housebreaker Jane Watt, the erstwhile Joe Roger’s partner in
work and love. Jane was queen of the women’s cell, by dint of her physical strength, her brutish
temper, and her long residence–she’d been in Stafford Gaol seven years. In Jane’s eyes, Mary had
succeeded in fooling the professionals, which was unforgivable in an outsider, and Jane took it as a
personal insult. Trickery and deceit were greatly admired by the Family, but not when a pathetic
little  outsider  temporarily  beat  them  at  their  own  game.  Mary  saw  that  her  chances  of  ever
becoming an insider were even smaller than before. Not that she wanted to become a professional
criminal, exactly, but she envied the fraternity their comradeship. Not to mention their power to
manipulate other prisoners, and the turnkey.
In the women’s night cell she had no pallet to hide under; she missed its safety and solitude.
In the women’s dayroom the prisoners picked oakum from tarred old ropes to be used between
decks to make ships watertight. Mary missed the soothing pace of the treadmill. Her fingers, now
covered in acrid tar, were chafed raw by the tough fibres of the ropes. 
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Time seemed stuck, day after identical day. Inside the prison the creeping cold was the only
indication that time was passing. At home they’d be getting in the fern-harvest. 
Eleven long weeks after Adam Hope’s visit Mary received a letter from him, folded in with some
news-sheet clippings. 
                                                                                                                 Blackburn
                                                                                                          November 20, 1791
Stafford Gaol
Dear Child,
        We have received a response to our Petition from a Mr. Justice Heath. He recommends
no further  mercy  be  extended  to  you.  He states  that  mercy  has  already been  exercised  in  the
commutation  of  your  sentence  to  transportation,  as  your  Uncle  Walmsley  warned  us  would
probably be the case. We entrust you to the Lord. 
Your Loving Aunt and Uncle Hope.
p.s. please find enclosed some clippings from your sister, who says she will write when she has time.
So much for her loving family. Mary didn’t have time to dwell on the thought that when she
got back from her seven years she’d show them she knew how to behave, because when they saw
the clippings, several women called to her to read them aloud to the group. She tried to ignore them,
but a couple kicked her and, sighing, she obeyed. In the usually noisy women’s dayroom the only
sound was the babbling of babies as she read,
Gazetteer of 29th December, 1790.
EXTRACT of a letter from a young man at Port Jackson to Mr Thomas Olds, of James­
street, Oxford Road.
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9th April, 1790.
I SEIZE this opportunity of letting you know, by a vessel that will sail very soon, our
wretched situation, which has been occasioned by the miscarriage of our supplies, and
that perhaps you have not yet heard of. To give a just description of the hardships that
the meanest of us endure, and the anxieties suffered by the rest, is more than I can
pretend to. In all the Crusoe­like adventures I ever read or heard of, I do not recollect
anything like it; for though you may be told of the quantity of salt meat that is allowed
us,   its   quality   in   boiling   does   not   make   it   above   half   as   much,   besides   other
inconveniences I cannot now mention, and which I think make so many of the children
very unhealthy. On the same account, I believe few of the sick would recover if it was
not for the kindness of the Rev. Mr. Johnson, whose assistance out of his own stores
makes him the physician both of soul and body. All  our  improvements, except our
gardens, have lately been quite at a stand, neither do I think they will go on again till
we have more assistance from England. God only knows what our Governor thinks of
it, or what word he has sent home; but for my part, from the highest to the lowest, I
see nobody that is so contented as they were at first. We fear the troops, and they are
not contented with seeing those who live better than themselves, nor with us who live
worse; and I think if the savages knew that we were as short of powder as we are of
provisions they would soon be more daring than they are. We have heard that some
convicts at home, who might have been pardoned for capital crimes, have chose their
former sentence rather than come here; and which, though it was contradicted, we
cannot help thinking is true. We cannot tell, if they have heard of our situation, how it
could be, unless from the Cape or Norfolk Island, which we hear no more from than
from England. We had some Jews and Dutchmen from thence that would have settled
if they had thought it worth while. I should now be very glad of the things I refused to
take with me when I came from London, and hope you will venture to send me some
needles and blue thread; for, as the cloaths are all wore out that we brought from
home, we are mostly in our Woolwich dresses, and the women look like gypsies. But to
be serious. We have had so many disappointments about arrivals, &c., that the sullen
reserve of superiority has only increased our apprehensions; and some of the most
ignorant  have  no  other   idea   than   that   they  are   to  be   left  by   the   troops  and   the
shipping to perish by themselves!  And really,   if  you was to see with what ardent
expectations some of the poor wretches watch an opportunity of looking out to sea, or
the tears that are often shed upon the infants at the breast, you must have feelings
that otherwise you never could have any experience of.
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Mary was puzzled at the lack of interruption by her listeners, as it was so unlike the men.
Jane  Watt,  who  was  the  only  other  woman  sentenced  to  transportation,  ruled  the  women  as
forcefully as Joe Rogers had ruled the men. But lacking Joe’s wit, she inflicted her cruelty more
with her fists than her tongue. The other women remained mostly silent, to avoid attracting her
attention.
The next cutting was only a fragment which Betty had apparently snipped at random.
A month  had  scarcely   elapsed  afterwards  when   the  unfortunate  affair   took  place
which has compelled me to become a circumnavigator. Perhaps I am wrong to call it
unfortunate—perhaps all is best that happens; but I leave you to judge, sir, what I
must feel when we weighed anchor at Spithead, and our sails swelled with that wind
which was to waft me, for ever, perhaps, from everything that was dear to man. God
knows what a number of painful circumstances I had then to combat; but surely they
were sufficient to dismay the stoutest heart. If I was not pennyless, I was, at least,
next door to it, not being possessed of a dozen guineas, including cash, necessaries,
and property of every kind. What a stock for so vast a voyage–
“Poor penniless prat! Would I were as penniless as he, crying over his dozen guineas,” Jane
spat.
“Sure and a clever puss like you has her stash hidden away safe,” insinuated a flatterer.
“I’m as full  of money as a toad is of feathers,” said Jane,  looking truly sorrowful for a
moment. Then, seeing that Mary had caught her look of sadness, she sprung up and gave her a hard
slap across the face, “Did I say you could stop reading, slut?” Mary read on,
What a provision to carry me from one part of the world to the other, and to lay a
foundation for future subsistence! I was, at the same time, in so impaired a state of
health as to damn the probability that I should survive a month in so comfortless a
condition. These, however, were the least of my afflictions: yet it was then I found
what the heart was capable of enduring—what amazing resources it could strike out
to support itself under the worst embarrassments. Till that hour I never thoroughly
knew that the mind was indeed a kingdom in itself; it told me that life, at the best,
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was nothing more than a voyage or a journey, and, however rough to some, or smooth
to   others,   the   road  might   prove,   it  must   still   have   an   end;   and  where  was   the
difference then?
Yours, &c.,
GEO. BARRINGTON.
“That Barrington cove’s the toff who picked the pocket of some Ruski Prince. A booty worth
thirty thousand quid–think a that!” Jane told the cell.
The women obediently fell into reverent contemplation of the unthinkable vastness of such
wealth, while Jane listed the jewels and silks and houses and slaves she would buy with such a
stash. Mary was left wondering if her sister had even read the clippings, since they put such heart
into her to make the best of things as she might find them in Botany Bay. Stinging self-pity gave
way to a determination to work her own form of vengeance. She would see how far her courage
could take her, and not give in to the temptation to make any more pleas for help from her family.
The man’s statement, “perhaps all is best that happens,” echoed Grummer’s favourite verse, “And
we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called
according  to  His  purpose.”  If  a  man  such  as  Barrington,  who  already  knew  the  horrors  of
transportation, could hope for good to come out of bad, then so could she.
At Christmas-time Mary smelled the snow, and heard the bells on the horses. Although she asked,
no-one  told  her  anything  about  when  she  would  be  moved  to  London  for  transportation.  She
suspected that the Keeper himself didn’t know. They were all waiting on orders but who knew
where, or when they would be issued.
January dragged by, and another letter came from Betty. Mary could hardly bring herself to
unfold it. She still felt the sting of her sister’s gloating over her misery as sharply as if the previous
letter had arrived only that morning. At that time she had pledged never again to read anything from
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Betty, but the promise of news from home wilted her resolve. There were two news clippings with
this letter, and while the rest of the cell fought over some dainties someone had been sent, Mary
turned to the wall to read them.
Dublin Chronicle of 13th January, 1791
Extract from a letter by a Surgeon’s Mate at Botany Bay. 
It is now so long since we have heard from home that our clothes are worn threadbare.
We begin to think the mother country has entirely forsaken us. As for shoes, my stock
has been exhausted these six months, and I have been obliged since that time to beg
and  borrow  among   the  gentlemen,   for   no   such  article  was   to   be  bought.   In   this
deplorable   situation   famine   is   staring  us   in   the   face.  Two  ounces   of   pork   is   the
allowance of animal food for four­and­twenty hours, and happy is the man that can kill
a rat or crow to make him a dainty meal. 
Mary gagged, and looked over her shoulder. Jane had taken charge and was doling out the
soggy pastries to her favourites.
We have raised some excellent vegetables, but such food, without the mixture of the
animal, does not supply strength, but keeps us lax and weakly. I dined most heartily
the other day on a fine dog, and hope I shall soon again have an invitation to a similar
repast. The animals that were meant to stock the country are almost all butchered.
Hunger will be appeased while any eatable remains.
Ugh! Even if hunger had compelled him, how could a man ever admit to having eaten a
dog? How terrible must things be there for people to do such a thing? Could Botany Bay be even
worse than Stafford Gaol?
Several of the convicts have perished by the hands of the natives, by rambling too far
into   the   woods.   I   accompanied   two   of   our   gentlemen   on   a   shooting   party.  We
penetrated   near   thirty   miles   in   two   days   over   a   delightful   country,   free   from
underwood, when we arrived at a rapid river that was not fordable. On the other side
the   country   seemed   to   be   in   a   state   of   romantic   and   uncultivated   nature.   The
landscape was finished by a range of hills that rise one above another, in a very grand
style, to a considerable height.
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The loss of the Sirius was the first cause of our being put to such short allowance,
being obliged to supply the party a second time from the common stock. To prevent
murmuring, officers and men share alike.
Our births have far exceeded our burials; and what is very remarkable, women who
were supposed past child­bearing, and others who had not been pregnant for fifteen or
sixteen years, have lately become mothers.
Mary unfolded the next cutting.
                                                                 Morning Chronicle of 30th December, 1790.
I do not know what representations of this colony and of Norfolk may have been given
to Government and the country. We suspect that a favourable picture has been drawn.
But give me leave to assure you, if such be the case, you may rely on its being a gross
falsehood and base deception. The country, take my word for it, has no one thing to
recommend it; and what could have induced Government to form a settlement here
without having first examined it particularly I cannot imagine. One thing is certain, it
will never answer.
Mary didn’t read the accompanying letter from Betty, feeling sure that it would be full of
spite and too disheartening for words. She wondered if her sister had deliberately chosen, this time,
to send the most dispiriting letters from Botany Bay. Or were there now no more letters telling of
the wonderland described by Banks and Cook?
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VAll of Stafford knew that the coach to London left the Bear at four o’clock in the afternoon every
Sunday, Tuesday, and Thursday. On those days Mary and Jane glanced frequently at the door of the
workroom, anxious for any sign that they were to be moved.
But they watched in vain. Weeks went by with nothing to relieve the deadly boredom of the
women’s  cell.  Minutes  piled  upon  minutes  of  mind-numbing  sameness,  as  the  weeks  became
months. Finally, in the spring–a year since Grummer died, and eight months since Mary’s arrest–the
order  came  for  the  transportees  to  be  sent  the  following  week  to  London  in  preparation  for
embarkation. Using her fingers under her smock, Mary blindly counted the pennies and ha’pennies
she’d  earned by writing  letters.  Tenpence.  Enough to  buy the  paper  she  needed and bribe  the
turnkey. With his help, she sent a letter to Blackburn. 
In response, Mr Scott–whom Betty had written about–came to see Mary. When she got to
the  visitor’s  room  she  saw  a  pimpled,  sparsely-haired  creature  whose  appearance  inspired  no
confidence. Nevertheless, Mary decided to trust him because of her sister’s recommendation. What
selfish reason could Betty have for sending him? And, after all, he promised to procure her freedom.
“A dress, from your Aunt Hope,” he said, handing her a parcel. “I know a man in the Home
Office. With two guineas I have no doubt we can obtain a certificate of freedom before you are
embarked from London.” 
Mary gave him the money and he immediately stood to leave, saying, “I will write as soon
as I have news.”
The bustle of leaving felt like a holiday after the months of waiting. There were too many prisoners
to fit in one coach–fourteen men as well as the two women–so they were sent in two groups. The
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prisoners were to travel on top, in the cheapest seats. Mary clambered up the iron ladder onto the
roof with difficulty, as the chains cut into her ankles and wrists. 
On top of the coach, a central bench ran lengthways, with a upright plank down its centre.
Passengers sat back to back on the bench with their feet jammed against the roof’s edge to stop
themselves being thrown around as the coach went along, but Mary’s feet didn’t reach the edge, and
anyway the chains were too heavy for her to hold her feet up for long. So she grasped the seat with
both of her bound hands. She’d never been on top of a coach before, and was excited despite the
chains–better to see London this way than not at all. The whole top of the coach was filled with
prisoners, and the driver called the bench they sat on the knife-board. Maybe this was to dismay
potential  passengers  into  paying the  higher  fare  to  ride  inside,  Mary thought,  as  it  was  not  as
uncomfortable  as  the name suggested,  and the pleasure of  the sights seen from that  height  far
outweighed the discomfort of sitting on bare boards. 
As the coach drove out of Stafford Mary’s heart lifted at the sight of people going about
their everyday activities. A boy drove a cow beside the road. Farmers sowed their freshly-ploughed
fields. Flowers bloomed in the spring sunshine. However, after many hours of bumping along on
the bone-bruising wooden boards, her buttocks felt like she was riding on a knife-blade.
Someone  said  he  was  glad  it  was  spring,  for  it  was  cold  enough  in  this  wind,  and  a
Londoner–arrested in Stafford for selling stolen silver–boasted of his days as a rattling cove. He
claimed that in the winter he’d been lifted down from the driver’s seat of his coach many times
frozen and stiff, unable to stand or straighten his hands until he’d thawed for twenty minutes with a
dram by the fire. Worse, he’d more than once seen passengers lifted down from the top, frozen to
death. Mary shivered. She wondered what hardships awaited her on the transport ship. Being cold
might be the least of them.
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The coach set the world in motion as it whirled along. The horn was sounded at the entrance
to every village–and as they rattled past the houses, fresh country faces appeared in the windows.
The coach stopped at small village inns, and people appeared from everywhere. Some hurried to
greet family or friends, some carried bundles and boxes to take their places on the coach and were
barely able to get away from those farewelling them in the general bustle. On arrival at each inn the
coachman was swarmed by a  throng of ostlers,  stableboys,  shoeblacks,  and various hangers-on
eager to run errands and do all kinds of odd jobs. Watching the odd-jobs boys, Mary couldn’t help
envying them their freedom.
Through the windows of each inn she glimpsed cosy scenes of fires blazing and polished
copper pans hanging from nails on the walls. Hams, tongues and flitches of bacon hung from the
rafters, and there was always a tall clock standing in a corner. At some stops the prisoners were
allowed down to visit the outhouse with a guard, and were given bread and water. From inside the
cosy inns, free folk stared suspiciously at the prisoners over the rims of their teacups.
As they entered a village at nightfall, the rattling cove said that they were now halfway to
London. The coach wheeled under the gateway of an inn and the roof rang with the clanging of its
arrival. A waiter appeared out of the darkness and opened the door and let down the steps before
anyone inside could even let down the glass. The free passengers were shown into a comfortable
room which Mary glimpsed through the open door. Lights were brought, the door was closed, and
the drawn curtains of the inn shut the prisoners outside in the unseasonably cold night.
They approached London in the last dark of night and the Londoner announced with a clinking
double-fisted flourish, “There you have it, ladies and gents–The Big Smoke.”
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In the distance a strange yellow cloud was suspended in the sky, lit from below. It looked as
thick as pease-pudding boiling–or like the grease-laden steam hanging above a cauldron of mutton
stew. The atmosphere grew heavier, and Mary struggled to get enough air.
Someone exclaimed about the fog, but the London gent sniffed and said this was no fog–
they could still see trees and carts ten yards away. He’d been in fogs so thick they had to be chewed,
and so blinding that you could get lost two steps from your own front door. 
The city seemed vast beyond Mary’s comprehension. There were streets, streets, and more streets.
She tried to calculate the number of people it would take to inhabit all those houses, but couldn’t,
since  they  were  more  closely  packed than  any she’d  ever  seen.  She  found herself  continually
thinking they must be near the centre of London at last, but still they went on, and what she’d
thought of as the busiest street possible turned out to be the high street of just another one of the
outlying boroughs that merged with the sprawling city.
Old-clothes men wandered here and there,  wearing several old hats,  with a Dutch clock
clutched under one arm and ringing a bell with the other, calling, “Old Clo’!” Watercarts laid the
dust. Crossing sweepers kept the worst of the mud and dung away from pedestrians. A tall, bony
man with a raucous voice came striding up the high street toward them, carrying a yoke across his
shoulders with ropes of onions hanging from it. At intervals he shouted in a cracked voice, “Here’s
your rope, To hang the Pope, An’ a pen’orth of cheese to choke im!”
Mary couldn’t see any cheese. Everything seemed cleverer and more lively in London than
anywhere else. She remembered the mild-mannered,  drab-voiced little onion man in Blackburn,
whose mournful cry of “Onions–OH Onions!” reminded her of Grummer, and she pushed him out
of her mind.
There was no time to be dejected over her ignominious entrance into the greatest city in the
world–Mary was mesmerized. They passed a park in which groups and couples of finely dressed
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ladies  and gentlemen  were  taking  their  morning  constitutionals.  A dairyman  had  several  cows
tethered under an oak. A nurse with a child in tow stood before him, waiting for him to draw them a
jug from the pail his dairymaid was milking into. Shoals of clerks swam the streets, potboys and
shop staff took down shutters from shopfronts, small girls carried baskets of fresh watercress door
to door–reminding Mary that in normal lives, it was time for breakfast. Burly butcher’s assistants in
light-blue  smocks and dark blue  blood-stained aprons laughed with mouths  wide  open as  they
walked to work.
At regularish intervals as they got further into the city there were muffin-men, their wares
displayed on trays carried on their heads, ringing bells as they went. A shellfish boy pushed his
barrow, crying, “Cockles and mussels, cockles and mussels!” The only people on the street who
didn’t look very different from those on the streets in Chester or Blackburn were the milkmen and
women. Like the ones back home, they wore white countrymen’s smocks, and carried two covered
poles hung across a shoulder yoke, from which hung great cans of fresh milk.
Costermongers had stalls in the street, from which they sold fruit and vegetables, sweets
(among them something that looked to Mary like Blackpool Rock), stewed-eel, sheep’s trotters,
oysters.  Mary  swallowed  saliva,  and  ignored  the  rumbling  of  her  stomach.  Apple  and  orange
women were selling from trays and baskets  near  theatres,  and there was a shoeblack on every
second corner. Outside alehouses, entertainers swarmed. There were stilt-dancers and jigging dogs.
Little  girls  danced  the  hornpipe  for  sailors’  spare  change,  acrobats  spread  small  carpets  and
tumbled, or performed feats of strength. Men balanced swords on their chins. One balanced a ladder
while a small boy climbed up and down it. Mary hardly blinked, not wanting to miss a single sight
after so long with nothing to see but stone walls and prison arguments.
From the crowd near one of the vegetable carts a frost-blackened potato sailed through the
air, missing Mary but bouncing squarely off the forehead of the prisoner beside her, who let out a 
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curse and looked about for the thrower, but by now they were past the stall. “Bastards,” said the
man next to her. Mary nodded but said nothing. London was a dangerous place, she knew.
No-one Mary had heard talking about London had ever mentioned the dirt. Or the noise and
the smells. It didn’t smell as bad as the cells they’d left in Stafford, yet there was no shortage of
stink. Slops from chamber-pots were emptied out of upper-storey windows straight onto the streets,
barely missing the prisoners on top of the coach.
When the coach reached Newgate Gaol, Mary was jostled into a women’s cell with Jane. She saw
that the cells were larger than in Stafford but even more crowded, and filled with the same stench of
unwashed bodies and overflowing easing chairs.  She wondered what  the prison in  Botany Bay
would be like. It must be very large, since so many people were being sent there. Would she become
like the women in this cell, with their gappy mouths and quick, cold eyes, some of whom had spent
their lives locked up in different places? I will not become like them. I will not.
An Irishwoman in the cell had a news-sheet, and read to a group of her fellow-transportees.
Mary leaned in closer to listen.
________________________________________________________________________________
                                                                             Dublin Chronicle 17th December, 1791
THE Botany Bay business is certainly to become the object of Parliamentary investigation. The
return  of  the  convicts,  after  their  times  are  expired,  their  treatment  on  the  passage,  and  their
preclusion  from the  possibility  of  appeal  to  civil  justice  and  humanity,  are  concerns  of  much
importance. In answer to the observations on Botany Bay, it may be remarked that there never was
an instance of persons being brought back, on the expiration of their sentence, at the expense of the
publick.
________________________________________________________________________________
There must be a way to earn enough to buy a passage back, Mary thought. She would charge
people on the ship and in Botany Bay for writing their letters, and save every penny. Her thoughts
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were interrupted when the cell door opened and another six women were shoved over the threshold
by a leering turnkey. 
It was still dark when Mary was shaken roughly from deep, sticky sleep. 
“Off to Botany Bay, little duck!” cried the guard, jerking Mary to her feet. Suddenly wide-
awake, she followed a line of bleary-eyed, grumbling prisoners out of the cell and through dark
passageways, lit only occasionally with wall lamps. The sound of water slapping the banks reached
Mary before she stepped outside and saw the dark outline of the waiting boat, rocking emptily on
the  grey  river. The thuds and bangs as  the prisoners  were loaded into  the  flat-bottomed barge
boomed loud in the night. 
“All aboard for Gravesend!” shouted one of the crew, and laughed. His oilskin cap gave him
a grim, hooded look. Mary shuddered.
As they approached the hulk, Mary smelled before she saw the thick skirt of sewage and
refuse clinging to its timbers, and to the rope ladder that hung from the gangway to the water. One
by one the prisoners climbed from the barge up the slimy ladder to the receiving ship. Mary tried
not to think what she was touching as she pulled herself up the slick, swaying ladder. Once aboard,
their clothes were taken from them. The prisoners were scrubbed with lye, which left Mary’s skin
stinging and raw. They were given prison garments and sent below. There they were held four days,
during which they were inspected for disease. From the warders’ talk, Mary learned that these and
other measures were put in place because of the high death rate on the Second Fleet, two years
before.
Many of the officers had a habit of speaking about the convicts as though they weren’t right
there in front of them. Some prisoners found it insulting, but Mary realized that useful things could
be learned from eavesdropping. While waiting to be taken downriver to the transport, she overheard
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a conversation between two wardens as they were changing shift,  “I hear tell the agent for the
Neptune had most of the scum’s chests thrown overboard, with their things in ’em.”
“That’ll learn ’em.”
Mary took her  own lesson from it.  She  secreted  about  her  person as  many of  her  few
belongings as she could. Spring that year was unusually cold, with May still as cold as November.
She wore an extra set of underthings, into which she tied the few coins she still had–mostly gifts
from those who had signed the petition–collected and delivered to her by her uncle.
From the receiving ship, the prisoners were again herded onto lighters and rowed down the
river to the waiting ship. On its hull Mary read its name, the Royal Admiral. 
In the last mail received before they sailed there was a parcel from home, and a note from
Betty’s Mr Scott.
                                                                                                                      Bury
                                                                                                              May 20th, 1792
Dear Miss Haydock,
                                  May it please God this finds you well. I regret to inform you that my contact in
the Home Office has been unable to secure your release.
                                                              May God go with you in your terrible exile,
                                                                                                  Wm. Scott
Two whole guineas, for nothing! Had Mr Scott’s offer of help been a mean trick orchestrated
by Betty to get the two guineas from her? Surely Betty wouldn’t stoop so far.
In the parcel was a shawl and another dress from Aunt Hope, paper, quills and ink, and a
little money. She kept the shawl but the other things were stored for her to be collected at the end of
the voyage. She prayed they’d be safe.
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VI
They had all, men and women, been handcuffed and shackled again as they were taken on board,
with instructions that as long as they behaved, the chains would come off when England was two
days’ sail behind them. The sharp smell of iron lodged in Mary’s nostrils, almost as maddening as
the weight of the irons–a nagging reminder, even in sleep, that she was no ordinary person. She was
unfree. Condemned.
Once aboard the  Royal Admiral the prisoners had been separated into groups the sailors
called messes, and supplied with regulation items. First the male convicts: jackets and waistcoats of
blue cloth, two pairs of duck trousers, three coarse linen shirts, yarn stockings and woollen caps.
There was a pair of shoes each, a mattress of coarse ticking, a pillow and a thin blanket. Mary was
called in her turn with the women to receive the same bedding as the men plus a striped jacket and
petticoat, two frocks, one pair of stockings, one hat, and a pair of shoes. Also, one pound of soap,
three needles, four ounces of thread and a comb. Mary wondered how many of the others could read
the Bibles, Testaments, prayer-books, and psalters distributed to each mess.
The Superintendent of Convicts was Surgeon Alley, rumoured among the women to have
left a pregnant convict in New South Wales after his first voyage there. The surgeon spoke kindly
enough, but Mary saw his eyes resting longer on the prettiest convicts and wondered whether he
might want favours in return for his kindness. Alley’s assistant, the officer in charge of the youngest
convicts, was Gunner Thompson. From his first words, it was clear that he was unlike any of the
officials Mary had been under since her arrest. He spoke to the prisoners as if they were people–
normal people, not a depraved subhuman species. Dogs that don’t bark can still bite, thought Mary,
not hoping for too much comfort from Thompson’s show of kindness.
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Mary was assigned a berth in the topmost tier, which some of the older convicts would have had
difficulty climbing into. The boards of the deck above were so close to Mary when she lay down
that at first she hit her elbows on them whenever she turned over. The air was hottest up there, and
stuffy with the fug of so many warm bodies. From the first moment after Mary descended the ladder
from the hatchway in the upper deck to the prison room below it, she felt as though she was being
smothered. The long, low space–just four feet, five inches high, and blackly invisible after the full
sunlight above–felt like a tomb. She’d heard some call transportation ‘the little death,’ because the
transportee is cut off from her previous life just as effectively as if she were dead. But this airless
coffin-shaped space made ‘the little death,’ seem a more immediate threat.
Like shelves in a burial chamber, there were two rows of berths, one above the other, built
into each side of the prison room. Each berth was six feet by six feet. Four women were assigned to
each, giving Mary eighteen inches by six feet of berth. In place of easing chairs there was a series of
buckets aft, topped by a plank with a hole in it above each bucket. The bases of the mainmast and
foremast running through the prison space squeaked as they strained against the timber of the decks.
The  bulkhead  was  inset  with  long  spikes  to  prevent  communication  with  the  male  convicts
imprisoned on the other side of it. A heavily grated hatch in the deck above was the only source of
air during the day, but at night the ladder was pulled up and the hatch battened down, leaving the
prisoners no possible escape from their airless, lightless, living death. 
Mary lay in the solid darkness of the battened-down prison, tears flooding her face. She’d
thought of herself as friendless before, when her family could be reached by the post in a day. Now
she saw how much their letters–even Betty’s–and gifts had done to comfort her. She was going
beyond  the  reach  of  letters  into  a  world  that  was  unknown  at  home,  except  through  garbled
rumours. Perhaps–she had to acknowledge the possibility, if only to keep it in its place–she might
never see anyone from Blackburn again, in this life.
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Mary thought of her first night alone, after she and Lydia had parted in Chester. She’d found
a hollow place in a hedge to sleep, where a pig or a dog had scratched out a place for itself in the
shade. At first she couldn’t sleep for the rustling of mice and stoats, and the random small shocks of
hazelnuts  falling.  Branches  creaking.  Runnels  trickling.  The  heavy  sweetness  of  the  hawthorn
blooms made her feel like she were suffocating. It seemed so long ago, and now she wished she
were bedding down there again.
It was gone midday the next day before all the convicts, sailors, livestock and stores were
aboard. The turning tide was called, the anchor hauled from the muddy waters of the Thames, and
the  Royal Admiral sailed away from the Mother-Bank. It was late May. On board were 299 male
and  forty-nine  female  convicts.  The  Gunner  asked  if  the  women  convicts  could  be  given  the
freedom of part of the upper deck during daylight hours. The Captain gave permission for them to
use the quarter- and poop decks,  which were toward the stern,  and higher than the main deck.
Passing Southend, Mary stood with the women lined against the bulwarks of the poop deck. As the
sloop slid along they saw enormously fat, legless creatures lolling on the flat riverbank. They had
long whiskers like elderly gentlemen. The sailors called them seals.
Mary’s first sight of the open sea almost flattened her. She was overwhelmed by the vastness
of water and sky spreading out, unbroken to the horizon. A painting of the sea that hung in Aunt
Walmsley’s parlour had shown it a rich, bright blue, but this sea was bleakly grey, like the sky
above. No matter how fast they sailed, its vastness grew no less. The blank horizon to seaward
stayed just as far beyond reach, and when she faced the direction in which they were sailing, it was
as if they were not moving at all. Astern, she could see their lacy wake–but this evidence of their
movement over the trackless deep quickly disappeared, and then it seemed as if they’d never been
there at all. That would be how it would look if they sank.
53
The Irish prisoners sang dirges as they moved ever further from their homeland. But they
were strangely contented with their provisions, each delighted to have a blanket “to my own self
entirely.”
In the first few weeks of sailing, the unfamiliar misery of seasickness laid many prisoners
low. Mary, one of the few not prone to it, was nevertheless made to suffer from others’ seasickness
by the noxious fumes of vomit pervading the prison room. Added to that was the sound of bodies
heaving fit to turn their insides out–enough by itself to make a well person ill. The sick had no
buckets to purge themselves into. At first they used their wooden bowls and emptied them into the
buckets aft.  But they were soon so weakened by their  spasms that they couldn’t even lift their
heads, and vomited where they lay. When the able-bodied were ordered up on deck for exercise
they had no choice but to slither over the filthy berths and walk in the stinking mess coating the
floor of the prison room.
The crew had a peculiar respect for the Gunner, though they laughed to his face and behind
it, calling him the yea and nay man’–their term for a Quaker. Mary noticed that he had a way of῾
speaking to each person warmly and doing them some little service without drawing attention to
himself. He was tirelessly and untiresomely kind. He always looked happy to see the youngest
group of convicts that were his particular responsibility. Mary saw that he greeted everyone with the
same friendliness with which he greeted her. She wondered at his polite goodwill–so out of place
amidst the bickering of the prisoners and the crudeness of the crew.
The convicts were divided into messes of six persons with a representative from each mess
appointed to collect and cook their rations. There was a girl near Mary’s age in her mess–Sarah
Higginson, from Warwick. She was friendly and Mary liked her, despite her resolution to keep to
herself.
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In the groups of women gathered on deck each day, some volunteered their stories, and most
gossiped about others, but there was an unspoken understanding that no-one would ask any other
the reason for her conviction. Each person’s length of transportation, however, was an open topic.
Sarah, like Mary, was sentenced to seven years. The girls promised to go Home together when their
sentences expired, if they could find a way. The most desperate on board were the lifers, whose
days stretched before them in endless slavery, to be relieved only by death. Mary calculated the
number of days in seven years. 
“Two thousand, five hundred and fifty-five days, minus two for the leap years,” she said.
Sarah grimaced, then laughed, “God bless leap years!”
More than one tenth of those days were already behind her, Mary reckoned. By the end of
the voyage it would be more than one year since her arrest. Six to go, and then Home.
Once out of the sight and smell of land, the days found a new pattern. Their irons were removed and
the men were allowed on deck to exercise for an hour each day. Once the men were back on the
prison deck the women were given the run of the poop and the quarterdeck, with the eyes of the
soldiers under arms always upon them. The women aired their meagre bedding, washed anything
that needed it, and were free to walk up and down, and speak with any off-duty sailors. The work of
making barrels,  mending  sails,  forging nails,  went  on  below them,  on  the  main  deck.  Gunner
Thompson usually gathered the youngest convicts, engaging them in conversation or reading to
them. He set up a small area of the quarterdeck as a makeshift classroom and taught the alphabet to
those who couldn’t read. He seemed to be trying to keep them from interacting with the sailors as
much as possible. His efforts seemed wasted, in view of the time they’d already spent in the worst
company in England, in the prisons and on the hulks.
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Yet to Mary it was a miracle, like warm, dry clothes after a winter soaking, that anyone
should care for them at all after the almost universal contempt, or at best indifference, under which
she had passed the last nine and a half months.
Each convict was allowed three-quarters of a pound of biscuit  per day. Mary had heard
Liverpool sailors curse sea biscuit, but she’d never seen or tasted it. Better known onboard as worm
castles and molar breakers, the rock-hard biscuits–made of flour and water and double-baked to
preserve them–had to be soaked or boiled before they could be eaten.
Pea soup four times a week; beef, pork or plum-pudding; gruel each morning, with a little
sugar and butter in it. Each mess was given a measure of vinegar per week. Two gallons of Spanish
red wine and one hundred and forty gallons of water were taken on board per person, usually doled
out  at  three  gills  of  wine weekly, and three  quarts  of  water  daily.                          
Like the prisons and the hulks the ship was alive with rats, cockroaches, fleas and lice, but
the ill-ventilated prison room was still battened down every night, to prevent the soldiers and sailors
from accessing the women, and to protect the ship from mutiny. These measures were not entirely
successful concerning the women, since someone other than the captain must sometimes hold the
keys, and not many sailors were beyond being bribed, cajoled, or bullied into sharing them.
Four days after they left Torbay, a seaman fell from the mast and was lost overboard. The vision of
him falling  and falling,  kicking and falling,  down into  the  unfathomed depths  haunted  Mary’s
nights. The morning after he fell, Mary and Sarah were sent to work in the galley. On the way they
overheard  the  surgeon,  who fancied  himself  a  philosopher,  say  that  they  sailed  on  the  largest
graveyard of them all.
“Oh aye, and I suppose he was a wicked one, and deserved what he got,” sneered Sarah to
Mary as  they  stood over  a  washtub,  cleaning the  greasy  pots  from the  crew’s breakfast.  “The
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Gunner’s always on about the mercy of God our father. What about me own father, and me ma?
Dead and gone, and where’s God’s mercy in that?” Mary had no answer for her, nor for herself.
As usual every day except Sunday, the Gunner’s lessons started when the morning’s work
was done. Mary and Sarah arrived last,  escorted from the galley by a midshipman who groped
Sarah’s breasts  as he walked beside her. The gunner  saw him, and yelled “Back to your duty,
Melville!”
The second mate stood watching and said to the Gunner, “She liked it. I don’t know why
you bother with the scum, Thompson. They were born vicious and they will die vicious.”
Thompson replied in his quiet, even way, “I don’t believe that more than one in ten of them
is truly vicious. You and I might be the same, in their shoes. And even the worst are capable of
repenting. Otherwise there’s no hope for any of us, for each of us has broken God’s law in some
way.  If  He  who  knows  everything  we’ve  done  leaves  room  for  us  to  be  saved  from  the
consequences of our sin by repenting, how can man’s law not also allow that some might turn away
from doing wrong?”
The second mate shook his head in disgust, and walked away, but Mary’s eyes were fixed on
Gunner Thompson. Beside her, she felt Sarah shift her weight, pushing herself a little higher so that
she could see over the heads of the girls in front of them. 
“But sir, if you believe God’s so good, how d’you explain that He just let my Ma and Da
die?” Sarah’s voice tripped a little but she finished her question and held her chin up, challenging
the Gunner. He didn’t answer straight away, and when he did, instead of saying something about
how the wicked must be punished he said, “He lets the devil have his way, see. But he will bring
good out of bad every time, if you trust Him.” He looked from Sarah to Mary as he said this. Mary
blinked at his kindness. She wondered if he were a little daft with it, and looked away. A soft heart
makes a soft head.
57
The next day the Gunner brought an old copy of the New Testament with him and asked
Mary to read a passage he’d marked, to the group. Afterward, he took her aside and questioned her
in a low voice about her life before prison. He was patient, but persistent, and Mary revised her
opinion of him. Kind he might be, but he was not daft. Reluctantly, she found herself telling him
about her grandmother’s death, and running away from the boarding school.
“Why did you run away?”
“I hated it.”
“Did you steal a horse?”  How could he know about the horse? Jane Watt must be telling
tales.
“I never stole anything in my life.”
“Have you ever heard of a thief-taker?”
“No, sir.” She had, of course, in prison, but didn’t know where his question tended.
“Some are honest, but there are people calling themselves thief-takers who trick others into
committing crimes so they can collect the reward offered by the parish for catching thieves.”
Mary was silent, wondering if Darbin had conspired with the baker to collect a reward for
her arrest.
“Did you try to sell a horse that wasn’t yours?”
“Aye, I did. But I didn’t know it was stolen. I was just doing as I was bid.” The Gunner was
called  away  just  then,  leaving  Mary  to  puzzle  over  whether  being  tricked  into  trying  to  sell
something she didn’t own constituted a crime. Or worse–a sin. As she sat on the sunny deck in the
calm sea, it dawned on her that she, and she alone, had chosen to try to sell a horse she didn’t own–
that wasn’t hers to sell. Darbin may have suggested it, but no-one had forced her to it. She had
wanted the money, and hadn’t stopped to think about whether it was rightfully hers. Could she be
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guilty, when all this while she’d insisted to herself that she was perfectly innocent? She reminded
herself that she was afraid to tell anyone in Stafford the truth about the mare, and since she didn’t
know anyone in the town she couldn’t have known who to go to. She was aghast, though, when the
thought struck her that others might say she could simply have let the horse go. Its ownership would
have been traced, as it had been almost immediately after her arrest. She wished with every drop of
blood in her that she had left the dratted mare tied to the hitching post outside the Swan in Stafford. 
When the Gunner questioned her again some days later she told him these new thoughts,
expecting him to be pleased with her confession. But he told her, “There are those who are penitent
because they are to be punished, and wish to escape it. Others, however, are penitent because they
see that they have sinned and offended God and their neighbour. Only the second type of penitence
leads to peace with God. The first is only wishful thinking.”
Cut by his words, Mary saw that her repentance had been of the first kind–just a wish to
undo her deeds in order to escape their consequences, and not because of any sorrow over having
done wrong. According to the Gunner, wrongdoing was like spitting in the face of the One who
loved her more than she could understand. Later, when she told Sarah what he’d said, Sarah scoffed,
“Mealy-mouthed, sanctus unctus arse, he is!” Mary grinned, but the Gunner’s words stayed with
her.
The scurvy showed itself in a couple of male convicts the fourth week of the voyage, in swelling
and breaking of the gums and a terrible breath–the stench of which crept right through the bulkhead
and into the women’s prison room. If not successfully treated, it would cause pain in the joints that
would eventually make it impossible to stand upright. It also led to large bruises from the slightest
bump–deadly depression and listlessness and, so the surgeon said, death by bleeding inside from
ruptured organs. The Captain made one of his rare visits to the prison room with the Surgeon late
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one afternoon to see the sick men. They were soon back on deck, standing at the gunwale on the
main deck below the Gunner’s group. 
“To tell you the truth, Captain,” the Surgeon said, “I’ve seen worse things at sea than in New
South Wales. I’ve seen men so taken with the scurvy that the blood from their gums ran down their
chins when they bit into the softest peach.”
How would anyone get a peach, at sea?  Mary wondered, as the Gunner directed them to
return to the prison room. After the fresh air on the upper deck Mary could never overcome her
dread  of  that  moment  when,  after  clambering  down the  ladder  and lying  fenced  in  by  warm,
stinking bodies on each side, and by the timbers of the deck less than twelve inches from her face,
the  hatchway was  closed.  Although she  couldn’t  see  the  wood above her  in  the  darkness,  she
reached up and braced her arms against it, reassuring herself that it was not closing in on her despite
the sense that the black, rotten air was pressing down, and might smother her.
Breakfast the next morning gave more respite than just escape from the prison room–the prisoners
had rice to cook instead of biscuit. Mary made a delicious drink out of the lime juice and sugar they
were now given against the scurvy, mixed with some of her precious water ration.
One of the male convicts succumbed to a fever. Mary didn’t know him, not even his name.
But any death hung over the ship, a reminder that some would not live to see New South Wales. The
dead prisoner’s corpse was sewn into a hammock and heaved over the side after a short service
given by the Captain. It floated alongside for a few seconds before disappearing under the foamy
wake. Mary wondered if the dead man had a family waiting to hear from him. She wondered if her
family were waiting to hear from her, or if they might secretly be relieved to hear that she had died
at sea. Betty would like that–to cry crocodile tears and tell tragic stories of God’s punishment of her
naughty sister.
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As they sailed further south, the weather grew warmer and the crew was gleeful over the
crossing of some place they call The Line. The bosun, dressed up as King Neptune, pretended to
rise from the sea to chastise and initiate those who had never crossed before. Mary laughed at their
mummery–it was good to see fun again. Most other prisoners, cooking in their own juices in the
humidity, seemed more bemused than amused. The slow air quivered in the heat. The ratlines–the
tarred hemp ladders stretched up to the mast tops–hung limp, like soggy spiderweb. A heavy swell
impeded their going. The Captain ordered an awning to be set up over the hatchway, but it made
little difference to the oven-like prison room. The water ration was reduced to three pints per person
per day. Tempers shortened, curses amongst the crew took on a hard edge, and fights between the
prisoners became more frequent.
One day the crew caught a turtle, asleep on the sea. It was dressed for the Captain’s table
and Mary didn’t see it again after it was killed. Gunner Thomson told them that in the darkest nights
in these parts the wake sparkled as if it were full of fireflies, no-one knew why. One day on deck
Mary saw several waterspouts in the distance. One seemed to follow the wake, and it looked like it
would overtake them, but a squall turned it away. Some people washed their garments by dragging
them on a rope overboard, and one sailor lost a pair of trousers to an evil-looking creature with a
great mouth full of rows of teeth like butchers’ knives. A sailor caught a small one of the creatures,
and the cook took it to the galley. The crew called it shark and said it made good eating. 
One hot night Mary lay in her section of the berth, listening to the groans and screams of a
woman in childbirth. She wished the woman would be quiet, then was shocked at her uncharitable
thoughts. She wondered if Betty had had any babies yet. At last, there was a terrible groan and then
a little cry. The babe was delivered. The hatch opened with a bang. It was time to rise.
The woman who had given birth didn’t get up. Within hours she was dead, and Captain
Bond gave the burial service right after he baptised her child. A woman whose child was just 
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weaned took care of the orphan and the Gunner sent milk from his own cow. But the baby, too, was
buried at sea, a week after its mother.
The sun rose during the early morning burial and the lookout on the mainmast gave a shout,
“Two sails: one outward, one homeward. Land ahoy!” Mary strained her eyes in the direction the
sailors were looking but couldn’t see anything. She hurried through the morning work, eager to
return to the gunwale. She stared so hard at the smudges of green, brown and purple on the horizon
that she feared her eyes would be harmed. She had been standing with the rest  of the women
gathered along the port gunwale for only half an hour when they were ordered below. They were
now close  enough  to  see  buildings,  and  people  moving  about.  Many  of  the  women  cried  out
violently at the order to go below, and one threatened to throw herself overboard, but they were all
forced down the hatch. The men were chained again for fear of them escaping, and all of them were
locked in their prison, despite it being fully daylight and well before the women’s normal time of
shutting in. Half an hour later their hearts swelled with terror as nine shots rang out and everything
on  board  shook,  from the  timbers  of  the  mainmast  to  the  teeth  in  the  babies’ heads.  Women
screamed and children sobbed.
“Shut yer noise, stupid witches!” a soldier yelled down the hatchway grating.
“We’re salutin the Guvnor, showin our respect. Shut yer traps!” The women quietened, but
children  still  whimpered.  The  ship’s  nine  guns  were  answered  by  nine  guns  ashore,  and  the
resounding shots were like thunder claps right above them.
Hours later it was a blessed deliverance to Mary to be allowed with the rest of the women
out of the dark of the prison into the daylight above, and to see that the ship had moored in a bay
ringed with wharves and buildings. The shore crawled with people bustling about.
The crew was busy while they were in port: repairing sails, scrubbing the sides, renewing
food and water supplies, and buying seed and stock for the Colony. Anchored in the roads at False
62
Bay, twenty miles from the Cape, all aboard feasted on fresh meat, rice, and vegetables. The sickest
were sent ashore to the hospital. Boats came alongside loaded with fruits that most of the prisoners
had  never  seen  or  heard  of–football-sized  things  with  spiky  hair  growing  from  them  called
coconuts, and pale green round balls named cantaloupes. Lemons and vegetables were abundant
and cheap, and many prisoners with money bought things from the boats–but Mary guarded her few
coins, for her passage home.
After three weeks in port the  Royal Admiral  set sail on the last leg of her voyage, again
saluting the Dutch Viceroy with nine guns, answered with the same. The retorts of the guns were no
less frightening this time, but for a different reason. Mary was not the only one feeling downcast,
thinking of the dreary weeks before they would see land again. Ahead of them lay only Botany Bay,
the prison at the end of the earth.
The fresh food was soon finished.  Salt  rations smelled like dog’s vomit after  the recent
weeks off them. The first time Mary ate salted pork and biscuit again, her stomach quivered and she
made several panicked trips to the easing buckets. Most others were likewise affected, and there
was more bickering and complaining than there had been on any previous part of the journey. The
sense of moving further and further away from civilization preyed on everyone, rendering even the
officers tetchy and glum.
Sarah was less friendly now, and Mary thought that she, too, was dreading their arrival in Botany
Bay, where who knew what awaited them. But one day Mary saw Sarah behind the lifeboat with the
midshipman, Melville.  Mary saw Jane look at  her with a strange smile when she caught Mary
looking at them. As the women went below that evening, Mary contrived to line up beside Sarah,
“Watch out for that sailor, he’s up to no good,” she warned her. 
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Sarah smiled nastily and said, “Jane told me you’d be jealous. She says you wanted all the
men in Stafford to yourself.” Mary was too surprised to answer this strange accusation, and climbed
silently to her berth.
She hadn’t told Sarah that she’d been disguised as a boy, and didn’t want to admit that she’d
been imprisoned in Stafford with men. That part of her story was best left in England. The next
afternoon she saw Jane talking to Sarah, who looked across the deck at Mary with disgust. It was
some time before Mary could talk with Sarah, who seemed to be avoiding her. As the women lined
up on deck for the washing tubs the next morning, Mary slipped in to stand next to Sarah. As Sarah
tried to move away, Mary caught her arm and asked, “Sarah, what’s gotten into you? I thought we
were friends.”
Sarah  snatched  her  arm  away,  “Friends!  Who  wants  to  be  friends  with  a  lying  little
strumpet? Jane Watt told me how you pretended to be a boy in Stafford so that you could work your
trade in the prison.” 
Mary stood, stunned. What kind of a friend would believe Jane Watt?
Sarah spat at her and moved further back in the line. Who needs a friend who’d believe a lie
like that?  Mary consoled herself. Sarah continued to avoid her, and Mary decided that suited her
just fine.
Mary stood alone at the gunwale, watching a rising gale whip the water. All afternoon the wind
grew stronger and wilder, and wave after wave leapt to the gunwale. The wind ripped the tops off
the mountainous waves and sent them crashing down the hatches. Sailors in stocking caps, the wind
snapping their shirtsleeves, rushed about battening hatches and taking in every rag of canvas. The
masts, stripped as bare as oaks in winter, looked fit to snap. Mary was sent below with the other
women. She was tossed about in the berth as the ship lurched through the storm. Late that night
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Mary was woken from a restless half-sleep by the screeches of women being washed out of the
lower berths. The livestock locked in their pens on the upper deck were screaming. So much water
had washed into the prison room that the women from the lower berths were up to their waists in
water when standing bent under the low rafters of the deck above, and hanging on to the timber of
the berths with aching fingers. Among the screaming voices Mary heard Sarah’s. She reached out,
feeling for her arm, “Sarah?” she yelled. As luck would have it, it was Jane Watt’s arm that Mary
held. Thinking of Grummer’s “do as you would be done by,” she helped Jane clamber up into her
berth  where  she lay, exhausted.  Mary climbed down and made her  way toward  Sarah’s berth,
intending to show Sarah how a true friend behaved. She lurched her way around the frightened
women clinging to the upper berths. When she found Sarah, the girl seemed unable to move, her
garments waterlogged and her hands locked around a post. 
“I’ll help you climb to the berth above,” Mary yelled. She knew it had only three occupants–
the fourth had died some days before. “I tried, I can’t,” shrieked Sarah. Feeling around Sarah’s
skirts, Mary found that they were caught in the metal spikes sticking out of the bulkhead. She tore
them away and pushed Sarah as she climbed. Now without a bed, Mary took up Sarah’s place,
standing with her arms braced around the post. The storm was easing, and it was not long before the
hatch was opened.
In the light from the hatchway Mary saw that the buckets had not been emptied for some
hours before the worst of the storm, and their contents had been cast abroad. The water being flung
about as the ship now rolled gently was topped with fragments of turds, washing around the women
making their way to the ladder.
In the profound calm that followed, the storm seemed almost unbelievable–a figment of Mary’s
fevered imagination. The aftermath, however, was with them for many days. First, the itching all
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over as the salt water dried on their skins, in their hair and on their clothing. Then, the gradual
discovery of the extent of the damage done. Some belongings were never found again. Mary was
sure her shawl appeared on Jane Watt’s neck, but knew it was futile to try to claim it. Worst of all,
rations were cut because of spoilage caused by the storm. The long, slow task of washing, cleaning
and drying bedding, clothing, bodies, and belongings, took days.
However, Mary was grateful for the storm, because Sarah came to her on the deck that
morning, threw her wet arms around her, and sobbed. When she could speak she said, “I’m sorry–
you’re a better friend than me. You helped me, even after –”
“You would have done the same for me, Sal,” Mary interrupted stiffly. Sarah’s disloyalty
still hurt, and Mary didn’t want to hear her excuses. During the hours of washing, Sarah asked,
“What really happened in Stafford?” Mary still didn’t want to tell her. Sarah pleaded with her, and
she relented and in a whisper told Sarah how she’d come to call herself James Burrow and why
she’d been too ashamed to tell that part of her story. Sarah laughed, “Goose–who cares?” Mary
smiled a tight-lipped smile and thought that Sarah mustn’t have an uncle like Adam Hope, to be
scandalised by such a thing. 
“I’m sorry I believed Jane–I should’ve known better,” said Sarah, unusually serious. Mary
shrugged. It was good to be able to work and sit with Sarah again, but she felt less free with her
now.
After an inventory had been done, twenty convicts were issued with new bedding to replace what
had been spoiled in the storm. A few nights later they ran into a cold front, with hail, snow and sleet.
As Mary lay in her berth she could hear the sleet hitting the deck above her face. This new storm
lasted forty-eight hours.  A fever  broke out.  There followed several  days of squalls,  in between
which the Captain consigned to the deep the bodies of convicts who had died. 
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Sarah came down with the fever. She said she ached in every bone and could not get warm,
no matter how tightly she rolled herself in her blanket. The Gunner visited the women’s quarters
along with the surgeon, who assured them that though a score more had fallen ill that day, the sick
from the previous day were no worse, which showed it to be a mild fever that should soon pass. 
On Monday, October first, land was sighted to the west. The Gunner told them that it was
the southwest cape of Van Diemen’s Land. Five days later land was again sighted–the sailors said
the tiny bumps on the horizon were the heads of the harbour of Port Jackson. 
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VII
Mary’s first glimpse of New South Wales gave her a pang, for she knew that Gunner Thompson–the
kindest man on the ship, and the person who’d made the voyage bearable by his humaneness and
consideration–would  have  no  further  responsibility  for  the  convicts  once  they  were  landed.  A
lookout on the South Head signalled their arrival and a pilot came out to guide the ship in. Every
moment  revealed  a  fresh  view of  startling  beauty, as  they  sailed  deeper  into  the  harbour  past
numerous bays and inlets. The muted greens of the strange land were a balm to their eyes after the
everlasting blues and greys of the sky and sea. But the water of the harbour glimmered feverishly,
flashing like a million sharpened knives in the ferocious sunlight.  After the icy breezes further
south, air as warm and wet as blood flowed over Mary’s face.
After the weeks on the open sea it felt as if they were entering a large room, grander than the
grandest ballroom imaginable, so unfamiliar was the sense of having anything solid surrounding
them. Here, Mary felt as though the ship was embraced–loosely, majestically–by cliffs of stone to
right and left, and in front by green hills and white beaches. Distant objects that at Home would be
softened and fuzzed, looked sharp and distinct. Only one ship lay in the vast harbour, her name
clearly legible in the crystal air–the Britannia.
Once  they  were  anchored  at  Port  Jackson,  the  long  and  tedious  preparations  for
disembarkation began. The ship had to be inspected because of the fever she carried, and the eighty-
eight sick taken ashore. Sarah, too weak to stand, was carried in a stretcher and lowered like a sack
into the longboat waiting below. The inspecting officers solemnly told the Captain that he and the
supplies he carried were very welcome, because there was no more than one week’s full allowance
of salt meat left in the storehouse. 
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From the deck that night the crew saw a scattering of small lights flickering and bobbing
impossibly on the inky harbour. The next morning, within earshot of the small band of his youngest
charges, the Gunner described the floating lights in wonder-struck tones to an officer of New South
Wales, who told him that they were floating fires carried in the flimsy fishing nowies of the Indians.
Mary stifled a laugh as others began telling each other stories of the wonderful sightings of the
fairies of New South Wales.
As the time for her disembarking drew nearer, a strange fear of leaving the Royal Admiral
mixed itself with Mary’s eagerness to be on dry land. She would be glad to escape the stink of the
prison room and its airless nights, but she was filled with sadness that she’d never again spend a
long sunny afternoon on the breezy deck in the group with Gunner Thompson. She hoped she and
Sarah–when Sarah was well again–would be sent to work near each other.
Men came aboard on official errands such as checking and unloading supplies. One of the
first  things to strike her about the sunbrowned people of Port  Jackson was their  leanness.  The
famine years had eaten all spare flesh. Not one soul carried any fat on his bones.
The colony’s surgeon told the Gunner that it wasn’t long since the convicts had dropped like
flies, seven or eight dying each day of inanition. At the Gunner’s puzzled look, he said, “Starvation.
The most forlorn of the skeletal felons are the lifers. One can guess from the way a man holds
himself whether or not his sentence is for life. Those for seven or fourteen years can see an end, no
matter how distant, and hold their heads up. But hope is obscured for the lifers, and their shoulders
slump. Death is for them less terrible, being the only sure escape from their misery.”
Mary saw the Gunner’s eyes rest with more than his usual compassion on those of his little
flock he knew were under life sentences. As sorry as she felt for the lifers, Mary couldn’t help but
be glad that her own sentence was the lightest possible–seven years, and she’d already served more
than one.
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Once the sick were disembarked, the remaining convicts were mustered on deck and their
names and sentences announced.  Eventually  the presiding officer  called,  “Mary Haydock, alias
James Burrow. For life.” 
The world wavered momentarily into unpatterned chaos. For life. Never to go home…never
to see Nurse … Betty … her aunts, uncles, cousins … anyone she’d ever known before the Royal
Admiral.
Mary gave a half-choked cry then said, louder than she’d intended, “But Sir, the Governor
said I was for seven years!”
“Silence!”
Whispers among the standing convicts slid under the slapping and shushing of the waves
against the ship’s sides. Marines–eager to ingratiate themselves with the female convicts–offered
shrewd tips, hoping to trade them for favours. Stories of previous arrivals getting a hundred lashes
for questioning their sentences susurrated around the deck.
As quickly as it had come, Mary’s dizziness vanished. There had to be a way to get Home–
she would find it.
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VIII
                                                                                                           October 8th 1792
My Dear Aunt,
                   We arrived here on the 7th and I hope it will answer better than we expected for I write
this on board of ship. It looks a pleasant enough place. We shall have but 4 pair of trousers to make
a week and we shall have a pound of rice a week and 4 pound of pork besides greens and other
vegetables. They tell me I am for life which the Governor told me I was but for 7 years which
grieves me very much to think of it but I will watch every opportunity to get away in two or 3 years.
But I will make myself as happy as I can in my present and unhappy situation. I will give you
further satisfaction when I get there and am settled. I am well and hearty as ever I was in my life. I
desire you will answer me by some ship that is coming and let me know how the children are and all
inquiring friends. So I must conclude because we are in a hurry to go ashore. 
Remember my love to my sister and Aunt Wamsley and my cousins. So no more at present,
                                             from your undutiful niece,
                                                                        Mary Haydock 
p.s. Mr. Scott took 2 Guinneas of me and said he would get me my liberty. With my sister he has
been very ungood to me, so I must never see you again.
Realising that her family might be able to send confirmation that her sentence was only seven years,
she scribbled a note to Betty asking her to write to the Home Office on her behalf, and folded it in
with the letter. As she addressed it a call came for the women to line up along the port side of the 
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deck. Mary breathlessly asked the Gunner to take her letter. When he agreed, she pressed it into his
hand, saying, “Thank you, and thank you for all your kindnesses, Sir. God bless you.”
Waiting  to  be  allowed to disembark,  the  women watched the  activity  around them.  Mary saw
women with black skin, completely naked, fishing from bark canoes. One woman had an infant
with her, whom she moved about with and held while landing three fish in quick succession with a
net. One of these she cooked immediately on a fire she tended on a flat rock in the canoe.
Sydney town was sprinkled on the shore of the harbour like crumbs thrown to seagulls. It
looked as transient  as mushrooms that sprouted overnight.  The scattered huts interspersed with
tattered tents looked something like the huts of the very poor Mary had seen outside Bury. They
were quaint, like the house of the pig in the fairytale who built his house out of sticks, with stubby
thatched rooves and no eaves. They were all alike–a door in the middle with a window latticed with
twigs on either side. 
The place felt unlike any other they had seen on their world-skirting voyage. It lacked the
bustling  appearance  of  an  established  port  town.  It  had,  rather,  a  face  of  desolation,  of  being
forsaken by God. Mary wondered if, when the Bible speaks of God casting our sins into the sea of
His forgetfulness, this could be the place of His forgetting. A thousand splinters of light flashed
from the waters of the Port. Below the violent glinting of the waves, a shark patrolled with razor
teeth, betrayed by the fin on its back. From her spot on deck Mary saw one brick house, the only
two-storey structure, which she thought must be the Governor’s House. She could see strangely-
shaped animals set on enormous tails grazing in the shade, their small ones jumping about.
The Reverend  Mr  Johnson  came  aboard,  looking  delicate,  or  perhaps  ill.  He  told  the
assembled convicts he had a collection of books he would lend out to anyone who could read. They
heard from the marines who rowed him over and who were anxious to befriend the women, that
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borrowers seldom returned the Reverend’s books.  If  they didn’t  put  them to some purpose the
Reverend probably couldn’t dream of, the books were stolen from them and used for any number of
profane purposes. Paper was a thousand times harder to get in Port Jackson than it was at Home,
where it was costly enough. The marines told the Captain with a smirk that the sensitive Reverend
had been down into one of the Woolwich hulks, and found it worse than he imagined hell to be. One
of them imitated the Reverend in a high, thin voice, “The air so fetid I feared I would faint. The
snapping, snarling and screaming, the darkness unremitting because no candle would stay alight in
that atmosphere.” The marines slapped each others’ shoulders,  laughing. The Reverend ignored
them and turned to ask the Gunner if he could recommend any of his charges as suitable for a
nursemaid to the Lieutenant-Governor’s son.
The Gunner looked thoughtfully around his small gang, “Well, Reverend, I suggest Mary
Haydock. Comes from a genteel family and she’s well-mannered. Reads well, and can reckon faster
than I. I believe she’s the most suitable of the females on this ship to be assigned to the Governor’s
family. I’ve seen no sign of viciousness in her.” 
As he spoke, Mary caught a look of naked venom from Jane Watt.
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IX
The women at last heard that they would disembark the next day. Lying in the berth for the last
time, Mary overcame her panic about her bungled sentence by calculating the days left in her seven
years. Two thousand, one hundred and thirty-two. And only twelve more hours in this prison room.
In the morning, the things that had been held in storage were returned to them, and she went
below one last time to put on the less sombre of the two dresses Aunt Hope had made for her. It was
modest and plain but it differentiated her from those whose only option was to disembark in the
prison slops they had worn the whole voyage. The dress was loose on her, even though–to her
dismay–her body had started to fill out, like a woman’s. The dress’s looseness was welcome, as it
disguised her developing figure, and was cool. The October day, spring in this upside-down place,
was hotter than any summer day she’d ever known. 
The convicts were loaded onto longboats and run further up the harbour to Rose Hill, where
they disembarked. On shore, the land rocked gently beneath Mary’s feet. The settlement was one
wide street about a mile long, with the houses built at some distance from each other. The street
ended at the Governor’s house on the hill, and in various places people worked on half-built huts.
At the foot of the long street near the landing place was a scene like a county hiring fair. The newly-
arrived convicts stood out, partly because their clothes weren’t as ragged as those of the people of
the settlement, and Mary noticed that the men from the ship looked paler and more sickly than the
women, due to them being allowed on deck for only one hour, and then sent below before the
women came up each day. 
Mingling with the English were black people, who were cheerfully interested in the whites’
goings-on. Among the many strange things in this land of strangeness was the sheer number of men.
They were everywhere. Women stood out here almost as much as a black man would stand out in
Blackburn. The eyes grew so used to the sight of men that when they saw a woman they looked
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again, not believing what they were seeing. Men in uniform, men in chains–not chained singly like
dancing bears, but in groups. Men harnessed like cattle, pulling carts loaded with bricks or logs.
Men building, men trading. After being incarcerated with women for so many months, it seemed to
Mary as if the world had been turned inside out. But that wasn’t all. Mary could feel the men’s eyes
on her–she was unnerved by the hunger with which they looked at her in the way men look at a
woman. She wished she had her boy’s clothes, now.
An old man with no top teeth said, “I’ll av this one, guv,” and grabbed Mary around the
waist. “Come ere, me darlin.”
“Step back and wait your turn,” barked the officer in charge of assignments. 
A man in worn but clean convict’s clothes approached the milling women. Looking around,
he fixed on Mary almost immediately, “Haydock?” he asked. Mary nodded. 
“This is the one for the Major, sergeant.” 
The officer nodded, “Haydock, for Grose, yes,” and an officer beside him made a note in his
ledger.
“I’m Robson,” the convict said to Mary, “Yer to follow me to the ouse. When yer ready,” he
smiled. He looked around the huddle of women and said, “Welcome to Parramatta, sweethearts!”
He began flirting with Jane Watts, who stood nearest him, and seemed in no hurry to leave, but
Mary had little to carry and since Sarah wasn’t there she had few farewells to make.
“I wouldn’t like to keep Mrs Grose waiting,” she said. Robson gave Jane a cheeky kiss and
nodded to Mary. “Right you are, ma’am,” he said, tipping his homemade straw hat in a mock bow.
As they walked up the hill the emptiness of the land pressed in upon Mary. Her legs ached, and
sweat ran down her back. Away from the crowd the surrounding silence seemed tangible, and filled
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with a sinister heaviness. The sky, too, was strange. It seemed higher and wider than any sky she’d
seen in England. And still the earth rocked, as the ship had. The Gunner had told them that would
soon stop.
Amidst  the  strange,  astringent  smells  of  unfamiliar  plants  Mary  recognized  the  almost-
forgotten smells of dust, and horses. The acrid smell of manure brought a bittersweet mixture of
memories–of  Darbin’s  stolen  horse,  and  pony-rides  with  Grummer.  Despite  reminding  her  of
Darbin, the sharp, familiar smell was comforting.
Robson was friendly to the point of fawning. Mary was silent, but he didn’t seem to notice.
He pointed out a large shed, “Divine service’s held there every fortnight. Whole household attends
together so yer needn’t worry,” he patted her back, “I’ll be there to make sure no-one pinches yer
bum.”
Mary remembered Nurse’s advice about men, “If you’re not careful, men’ll use you then
throw you off. Don’t be fooled by pretty promises. If a man doesn’t offer you marriage, it’s not
always the case but you’re safest to assume that he has dishonourable intentions. Such a man isn’t
worth your time.” Mary had only half-listened, thinking this warning was for Betty, not a tomboy
runt like her. That was why she’d been able to make so many men believe that she was a boy, and
why Grummer had wondered what would become of her–she was not a womanly girl. But seeing
how few women there were here, she realised that even she would be targeted.
They  passed  a  chain  gang  working  on  the  road,  one  of  whom  wore  a  canvas  jacket
emblazoned with a large ‘R’. Robson said it stood for ‘Rogue,’ “Cove melted brass shoe buckles,
mixed the slurry with dirt and claimed e’d discovered gold.” Only half-listening, Mary was thinking
about  Sarah,  who presumably was still  in the hospital.  They’d promised to help each other get
through their sentences and go Home together. Now that they were separated, she might not even be
able to learn where Sarah was sent when she was well. 
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Robson told her that His Excellency, Governor Phillip, had built the house they were headed
for as his country seat, but that it was now occupied by the family of Lieutenant-Governor, Major
Grose.  “Soon to be Acting Governor. We’re working for the Top Dog,  you and me,  love.  The
housekeeper–Bagshawe’s her name. Been ere since the beginning and thinks she knows it all, but
she’s not a bad old lag.”
Next to the Governor’s house was the storehouse, and next to that stood a triangular iron
frame. 
“That’s for whippin them caught liftin victuals as aren’t theirs. Bit a education while we wait
to collect our rations,” Robson said, winking and nudging Mary’s ribs. 
Mary moved away from him, but she was puzzled, “Why did you call this place Parramatta?
I heard an officer call it Rose Hill.”
“At’s what them savages call it, as near as we can make out. It’s taken on, like.”
Behind the white picket fence surrounding the house on the hill, Mary saw apple and lemon trees.
The front and sides of the two-storey building were surrounded by gardens. 
“Figs and grapevines, imported from the Cape,” Robson said proudly, “and oranges, melons,
cucumbers and pumpkins, peas and beans, celery and cauliflower. Don’t touch em but, less yer want
to be tickled at the triangle,” he winked.
Outside the garden fence, the plants were strange. The woodlands at home, which Mary was
used to thinking of as wild, seemed like kindly, genteel gardens, compared with the bushland. It
seemed inhabited by hostile spirits and Mary felt them watching her, as if more men were hiding
there, waiting to catch her alone.
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As they walked along the side of the house Robson looked over his shoulder, grabbed Mary’s arm
and said, “Now remember, darlin, I’m always ere. If yer need anything, I’m yer man,” and touched
the side of his nose. Mary wondered what she could ever need, from him.
Robson  led  Mary to  the  kitchen  door,  “Mrs  Bagshawe,  this  ere’s the  nursemaid,  Mary
Haydock.”
The housekeeper looked middle-aged and was as thin as everyone else Mary had seen, but
her clothes were neat and clean. She smoothed her apron, saying, “Mary, is it? I’ll warrant it’s no
difference to me, since you’re to be no use to me. Orders is to scrub you before our lady sees you.”
She led Mary into the laundry next door, where the washtub was already filled, and told her
to undress.
“I’m to wash your hair, too.” Mrs Bagshawe talked non-stop as she scoured every inch of
Mary’s skin with a rough cloth. “Usual hours are five in the morning until three in the afternoon–
you’ll  hear  the drums at  start  and knock-off.  Half-days Saturdays,  and the spare time to grow
vegetables or do other useful work, such as sewing, on your own account. Since the child requires
care outside these hours, Mrs. Grose informs me that you will work from when he wakes in the
morning until he sleeps in the evening, usually seven of the clock. The time when he sleeps during
the day is your own. You will sleep in his room, eat with the staff and be given stuff to make your
own clothes, which you may work on as you have opportunity. You may not receive visitors, male
or female. Sundays are your own. After the morning service with the rest of the household, you are
free to leave the house. Be sure to be in by dark of a Sunday evening. If you know what’s good for
you, you won’t go anywhere alone, even in daylight,” she looked meaningfully at the girl. Mary
thought of the men’s stares, and nodded.
As Mrs Bagshawe scrubbed Mary’s back she told her about a private who’d lost his mind
the year before. He wandered through the settlement telling all and sundry that he knew the secret, 
“ ‘We’re landed in the place of eternal damnation, a place forever separated from God and forsaken
78
by Him forevermore. The blacks are devils whose job it is to torment us, incite us to lust,  and
terrorise us.’ Madmen sometimes speak the truth, you know,” the woman’s eyes gleamed strangely.
Her expression changed, “But for a girl like you, our men are as dangerous as the blacks. Keep your
wits about you,” she said, pushing Mary’s head down to wet her hair. 
“You might think that times is thin, now,” she said, rubbing Mary’s scalp. “Time was that
guests to the Governor’s table had to bring their own bread. Every man when he sat down pulled his
bread out of his pocket and laid it by his plate.” Mrs Bagshawe finished rinsing Mary’s hair and her
confidential manner turned businesslike, “When you’re dressed put your hair up under this.” She
handed Mary a mobcap and left the laundry.
Mary was dressed and tingling all over with the wonderful sensation of being thoroughly clean for
the first time in months. When she came into the kitchen Mrs Bagshawe looked her up and down
and said, “I guess that’s the best we can do. Follow me.”
Mary stood at the parlour threshold while Mrs Bagshawe announced that the nursemaid was
now fit to be seen. She caught a glimpse of a pale woman in a white bonnet, dark curls arranged at
her temples. Mrs Grose was filing her nails with a sliver of pumice, and stretched out her right hand
to check them before saying, “Well, girl, come in.” As Mary entered the room her new employer
scrutinized her from head to foot, her eyes resting on Mary’s ragged fingernails.
“I hear that you read and cypher, is that correct?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” Mary nodded.
“Have you ever cared for children?” 
“No Ma’am. That is, I’ve played with my little cousins, and taught them their letters.”
Mrs Grose looked at her own nails again, and picked up the pumice, “I see. Francis is asleep.
I’ll ring for you when he wakes, and I’ll instruct you in his care. Bagshawe, clip her nails. That is
all.”
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Mary’s first morning in Major Grose’s household dawned wet and sticky. Not even the rain is the
same here, she thought. She and Francis were in the parlour with Mrs. Grose, who worked at her
needlework. Mrs Grose was keeping a close eye on the girl until she had decided whether or not she
could trust her with her son. As Mary carried the fretful child up and down the room trying to settle
him, she glimpsed a strange face with huge round eyes, looking at her from a startlingly lifelike
portrait on the parlour wall. The cheeks were brown, and the solemnness of the eyes reminded her
of the starveling eyes of mill workers’ children during factory layoffs at Home. With a start, she
recognised the calico mobcap she was required to wear. She was looking into a mirror for the first
time since leaving the boarding school seventeen months ago. Her face was lean and tanned and she
thought she already looked like a person from Botany Bay–thin, brown, and hungry. She bared her
teeth, and saw that the early signs of scurvy were fading from her mouth. Her gums were only
slightly swollen, and hardly bled at all. The child, distracted by her facial contortions, settled his
head against her shoulder and quieted. Mary heard Mrs Grose sigh with relief.
Over the next few days Mary saw that Mrs Bagshawe showed two faces in the household. She was
obedient and quietly respectful to her employers, but revelled in whispering stories of horror and
depravity to the staff. One of her favourites, which she told at every opportunity, was of the landing
of the Second Fleet–the  Neptune,  the  Scarborough,  and the  Surprize.  She was working in  Port
Jackson at the time, and saw “with my own eyes” the landing of the sick. Her eyes grew wide as she
continued, “Prisoners too weak to even crawl on all fours were slung over the sides as if they were
trunks. Some couldn’t move any part of their bodies for themselves. Many were naked, or almost
naked. People died by the score–some still in the ships–and were thrown overboard. Their naked
corpses washed up on the beaches and the rocks. Some died on deck as they were brought up from
below as if the open air was too strong for them, after the months shut in. They’d been chained most
of the voyage, sometimes up to their waists in water and their own nastiness. Some crawled ashore
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on hands and knees, others were carried on the backs of stronger convicts. The sick numbered ten
times the number of hospital beds. One man was so entirely covered with lice that not an inch of his
skin could be seen, despite his nakedness. They were chained with the same chains as slaves in the
Guinea trade. They say that in the holds of the slave ships they were haunted by the ghosts of those
that died on their way to be sold in America.” Mary wasn’t sure how much to believe.
The difference between this place and the prisons Mary had been in at Home was always at
the forefront of her mind in those first weeks. There, she’d been surrounded by walls. Here, no
walls hemmed her in, yet her hopes were more savagely imprisoned than they had ever been at
Home. Strange that from this distance, Stafford and even Newgate Gaols felt like part of Home. 
Mary’s days fell into a new rhythm, marked by the beating of the drums calling the people to
work, the town crier shouting Government decrees, and the drums signalling the end of work. At
night, the constable bellowed from down in the black street, “Nine o’clock, and all’s well!” But it
was not a mind-deadening rhythm like that of gaol. Francis made Mary laugh, and she grew fond of
him. He learned quickly, and she delighted in teaching him his numbers and letters. Mary sewed
whenever she could, and planned to sell the shirts she made. Mrs Grose was strict, and although her
fussiness reminded Mary of Betty, she seemed fair.
The heat  slowed down time.  Each day dragged its  slothful  self  from searing  sun up to
steaming sun down, seeming as if there would be no end to the summer. It felt like they and this
land were outside of time, forgotten by God, as the madman had said. Mrs Bagshawe told Mary that
the summer before last had come with scorching winds from the north-west. Birds and bats had
fallen from the sky, dead in midflight. This summer promised to be similar, with people debating
whether the westerly wind was heated by fires further inland, or by blowing over undiscovered
deserts. 
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XMary had been with the household almost two weeks when Major Grose arranged a dinner for the
officers of the whaler Britannia. Also invited were his subordinate, Lieutenant Macarthur, and the
Judge Advocate, Mr Collins. The  Britannia  was to depart soon on a supply run to the Cape on
behalf of Grose and several other officers. 
The household staff was not large and Mrs Grose wanted Mary to help the housekeeper by
waiting at table for the dinner. She asked Mary if she had any relevant experience. 
“Why yes, Ma’am, but nothing fancy. I was in service before I ... Before.” Mary looked Mrs
Grose in the eye, defying her judgement.
“In what sort of establishment?”
“It was a boarding school, Ma’am. Most of the diners were students, and there was the
master.”
“Not a superior household, I see. Still, you’re less clumsy than that dreadful scullery maid.
Mrs Bagshawe will run you through your duties.”
The  group  of  officers  walking  up  Rose  Hill  discussed  their  host  and  his  unusually  optimistic
opinion of  the  colony. One of  them,  Tom Reibey, was  especially  eager  to  see  the  Lieutenant-
Governor again. He’d heard that Grose thought of the colony as a land of opportunity. Tom’s dark
eyes and hair were not so very different from some of the others’, but the Asiatic cast of his face
and his deep tan hinted at mixed parentage. He was ambitious, but he’d often been overlooked for
promotion. He knew that his superior, Captain Raven, had already become master of a ship by his
age–twenty-three. Tom lacked a sufficiently influential patron, and perhaps the colour of his skin
had something to do with it. 
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Tom knew that Grose promised land grants for free settlers and trade protection for those
who would  help  him achieve  his  vision of  independence  for  the  colony. Tom’s ambitions  had
formerly risen as high as the captaincy of a ship, preferably his own. Or to ownership, far in the
future,  of  a  farmlet  somewhere warm, probably  Bengal.  Recently his  hopes  had changed–New
South Wales seemed to offer more, to his enterprising mind.
After the introductions Mrs Grose apologised for the poorness of their dinner, but for the seamen
the fragrant roast duck, vegetables,  and fresh-baked bread needed no false compliments.  Tom’s
attention was arrested by one of  the servants as  she brought  in  a  platter. Her large,  dark eyes
dominated her round face, and slid off to one side instead of holding his when he caught her glance.
It seemed to him that this was not out of fear or shyness, but to guard her thoughts. A smallish nose
and tiny mouth exaggerated the size of her eyes, making her look younger than she probably was.
She  lacked  the  downcast  air  of  many  of  the  convicts  he’d  seen.  Instead  her  face  had  a  pert,
challenging expression.
As the girl circled the table offering more vegetables, Captain Raven shifted his enormous
bulk on his creaking chair and asked, “What do you make of your new posting, Major?”
Grose said, “Some officers, such as Captain Tench, a highly intelligent and observant man,
believe  this  place  suitable  only  as  a  prison,  and  mistrust  any  talk  of  it  ever  developing  any
commercial  possibilities.  Mr Collins  here,  likewise,  thinks  the  idea  that  the  colony could  ever
support itself is a fanciful dream. However when I arrived this February, instead of the rock I’d
been told to expect, I found myself in the Eden you walked through this evening, gentlemen. We are
surrounded by gardens that flourish and produce fruit of every description. All that could be desired
is one ship freighted with corn and black cattle. I hope that you gentlemen will help me remedy this
deficiency.” 
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“We are at your service, Major,” said Captain Raven, with a mock flourish.
Mary noticed Mr Reibey watching her. Each of the guests had sized her up, but he looked at
her repeatedly. She wondered if her mobcap was on crooked, but the only mirror was in the parlour,
and  she  wasn’t  allowed  in  there  without  permission.  Besides,  she  wanted  to  hear  about  the
opportunities the colony offered. She planned to profit from the pride of people who spoke as if she
wasn’t there, by learning as much as she could. The faster she could save, the sooner she could pay
her way Home when the time came. In this house, she was cut off from most people who might
need letters written or read. What other opportunities were there to earn money, besides sewing?
She stood against the wall behind Major and Mrs Grose, ostensibly ready to be called upon, but
hoping not to be noticed and sent back to the kitchen.
Grose continued, “Within five miles of this  house there is  food in abundance for many
thousand head of cattle. If we could obtain cattle, I don’t believe we’d need to trouble Old England
again. I live in as good a house as I desire, and the farm of my predecessor, which has been given to
me, produces a sufficiency of everything for my family.” 
Tom reached for his glass, What about the starving people we see all around? he wondered,
glancing uncomfortably at the thin faces of the serving women. 
“The climate, though very hot, is not unwholesome,” Grose said. “We have plenty of fish,
and there’s good shooting.” Smiling with satisfaction he said, “Bring the next course, Bagshawe.” 
Listening to Grose, Tom had a sensation of unreality. He was at table with a man who was
about to become–if only temporarily–the supreme authority in this land. He was drinking toasts
with the King’s future representative. If he had found himself swapping stories with King George
himself, he could not have been more astonished. He felt that here, as nowhere else, opportunities
abounded.
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As the housekeeper served his rice pudding, Mr Collins spoke, “It  may be true that the
prospects are good, but the reality is that our current situation is tenuous. We cannot blame His
Excellency for having given no thought to trade. All of his attention is taken up ensuring we have
enough to keep us alive. When the last ship arrived–the Royal Admiral–there were only seven days’
salt provisions at the normal ration in the public store. Phillip mistrusts allowing officers to trade,
partly because of the murderous exploitation on the second fleet. He is prepared to inconvenience
himself for the common good, as his actions in our distress have shown. With a motive that does
him immortal honour, he gave up three hundredweight of his own flour to the public storehouse and
refused to have anything more than the ration of a convict.”
Macarthur was indignant, “Who ever heard anything so far-fetched as equal rations for all,
from lowest convict to highest officer?” 
Mary remembered  how she  had  envied  the  sailors  their  large  rations,  and resented  the
advantage some officers had taken, charging any convicts  with coins a small fortune for goods
they’d obtained in port, and suggesting to the women that other trades could be made.
Grose’s  puglike  jowls  wobbled  as  he  nodded  emphatically  at  Macarthur,  “Ridiculous
egalitarianism! Anyone would think Phillip was one of these French revolutionaries!” Mary’s lip
curled in disgust, and Tom caught her eye. Embarrassed, she looked away.
Captain Raven, slurping his pudding with relish, said, “I’ve spoken with officers from the
exploring parties. They say this place is a barren desert. Apparently Tench surveyed thirty miles of
coastline around the fabled Botany Bay, which Captain Cook famously described as  a  ‘natural
meadow,’ and found scarcely two hundred acres which could be cultivated. And perhaps you’ve
heard that our superior, the head of the East India Company, refers to the colony as ‘that serpent we
are nursing at Botany Bay.’ In addition to the supply problems, what kind of a colony can be built
primarily  of  felons?  One  of  those  Yankee  rebels–Franklin,  I  think  his  name  was–said  that
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transportation of convicts to the colonies was more insulting than emptying British chamber pots
onto American dining tables. Why is it any different here?” 
Mary kept her face carefully blank as she poured wine. She wanted to smile at the thought
that this man was eating food cooked and served by the very people he insulted.
The Major was not to be gainsaid. “Their loss is our gain, sir.” Ignoring the convict question,
he explained his plans to create incentives for officers of the Corps and free settlers of substance–
such as he hoped Captain Raven might become–to engage in trade and agriculture in the Colony.
“You see, sir, even now there are opportunities, if only a man had the means to take ’em! If there
had been a commercial shipping venture here in the last two or three years, trading at Otahiti or the
Cape, it could have prevented the terrible famine our people have endured. Commerce benefits a
whole community, not just those who practise it, and wherever there are communities, there are
commercial opportunities.”
Raven asked, “And what danger do the natives pose to commerce?”
Mr Collins sighed, sat back in his chair, and said, “None whatsoever, if we can stop our
people  harrassing  them.  The  only  reason  these  unoffending  people  have  lost  their  friendliness
toward us is that our people have ill-treated them. It is much to be regretted that none of them would
place a confidence in and reside among us. If they had, by an exchange of languages, they would
have found that we had the most friendly intention towards them, and that we would ourselves
punish any injury they might sustain from our people. Every instance of their aggression has come
about because of the obstinacy and ignorance of our people.” 
The Major called for port and, as the housekeeper was in the kitchen overseeing the storage
of the leftovers–it was her responsibility to see that none were eaten–Mary moved around the table
with the decanter. Tom’s hand brushed hers as she filled his glass. Startled, she glanced at him. He 
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winked,  and Mary turned  to  put  the  decanter  on  the  sideboard.  Was  he  the  type  of  man Mrs
Bagshawe had warned her about? 
Collins was still speaking, “A native who brought in two children suffering from small-pox
was seen to be kind and patient with them–very little of the savage was seen in his manner. He was
greatly mourned when he in turn contracted the disease and died.” 
“And yet, they are savages, Collins,” Grose declared.
The urbane Collins was unperturbed, “Children of ignorance,  certainly, but the wretches
who’ve stolen from them, destroyed their  canoes,  and killed them for no reason, have a much
greater claim to the appellation of savages than the natives who suffer these injustices. We have
dispossessed them of their residences. They understandably consider us enemies. And yet, we have
had many instances of co-operation with them. Last year the Governor’s favourite, Baneelon, with
some others, rescued a party whose boat had overturned. They brought them to shore, dried their
clothes over a fire, fed them fish, and led them back to Sydney. Incidentally, Baneelon makes far
better  progress  with our  tongue than  we with  his.  Captain  Tench also praises  their  remarkable
kindness  to  him  during  his  explorations.  Surgeon  White  has  taken  in  a  boy  orphaned  by  the
smallpox, young Nanbaree. He’s an intelligent, thoughtful child. Their men help our fishermen pull
in  the  nets  when  our  men  are  overpowered  by the  weight.  And  their  women  often  guide  our
fishermen to the best spots for a catch. By some mysterious means they frequently have intelligence
of a ship’s arrival before we have, and they share this with us willingly.”
“Still,  it  would  take  courage  to  farm far  from the  garrison,  surrounded  by them,”  said
Macarthur.
“Many of  our  men  fought  the  rebels  in  America.  Others  have  served in  India  and  the
Madeiras  and  elsewhere.  They  do  not  lack  courage,”  said  Collins,  wiping  his  mouth  with  his
serviette.
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Captain Raven, apparently still wondering how trade could thrive in a penal colony, said,
“And what of the convicts? I hear that His Excellency hopes for their redemption through work.” 
“Our experiment here is watched with great interest at Home, as one of great significance to
the civilized world: Can villains be made into villagers?” said Collins.
He began to answer his own question, “Many convicts foolishly believe that they have no
interest in the success of their labour. If left to themselves, they would choose to live in idleness,
and to depend upon the public stores–so long as we have anything in them–”
Macarthur,  visibly  excited,  interrupted  him,  “Why  man,  they’re  so  depraved  that  even
though we stored the seed grain for next year’s planting in tubs of piss, they stole and ate it!”
Mrs  Grose  said,  “I  must  contradict  you,  Lieutenant.  Not  all  convicts  are  depraved,  or
imprudent. Our nursemaid, for instance, sews every spare moment.” Over Mrs Grose’s shoulder
Reibey saw the girl stand a little taller, and guessed that she was the nursemaid in question. Good
for you, he thought. Mrs Grose was still speaking, “She has her own clothes, so she made shirts
from the stuff given her. We gave permission for her to approach Captain Bond to sell them for her
in his store. With the proceeds, she bought more fabric. It was all her idea, and she has done it
without neglecting her duties. She has already taught Francis his numbers and is working on the
alphabet. She sets him scribbling, and she sews while she teaches him.”
Following Reibey’s gaze, Macarthur turned in his chair to look down his long Scottish nose
at Mary. “I’m sure neither imprudence nor depravity have any place in your household, Mrs Grose,”
he said, eyeing Mary with narrowed eyes before turning back to the table.
Tom watched the girl curiously. He was glad she stood behind Mrs Grose, so that it looked
like he was politely listening to her. Mary met his eyes. She wondered if he shared the Lieutenant’s
suspicion of transportees.
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“You’re right, Mrs Grose,” said Mr Collins. “Those convicts with superior knowledge and
experience have been appointed to act as overseers, with gangs under their direction. Many show
evidence of dispositions to honest industry. It must be truly distressing to find, when their sentences
expire, that they can’t be considered in any other light, or received into any other situation, than that
of convicts.” 
Tom saw the girl’s chin lift at this, and asked, “What’s their fate, then?” 
“On completing their time, convicts are given land, tools and seed to make a start as farmers.
They stay on rations for twelve months, by which time they’re expected to support themselves,”
said Mr Collins.
Raven said, “It’s a wonder any of them have any spirit  left.  The slave trade is merciful
compared to what was endured by those in the second fleet.”
Collins replied, “It stands to reason, Sir. The slaver has an interest in the wellbeing of his
cargo, since he is unable to realise any profit  on a slave who dies enroute. The masters of the
transports, however, are paid no matter what state the convicts are landed in. From a business point
of view they are better off to starve the convicts, and thereby increase their gains by selling to this
colony stores allotted to them by His Majesty’s government for provisioning the convicts–”
Macarthur interrupted, “They are condemned! We must treat them humanely, but we cannot
expect anything of them. Nor is it just, to reward criminals with prosperity.” 
Collins  nodded  diplomatically  at  Macarthur,  “Some  officers  think  this  is  scandalous–
rewarding wrong-doing. But a few, led by the outgoing Governor, think it’s the only way to avoid
famine.  He  is  too  much  hurt  by  the  hungry  times  we  have  endured  to  trust  that  we  will  be
adequately supplied from Home.”
Glancing again at the girl, Tom ventured, “And the women?”
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“Oh, marriage is the desired outcome for them. Home Office policy makes that clear. The
establishment of families is necessary to the continued existence of the Colony,” said Collins.
“To marry, but not to prosper, that is their lot?” asked Reibey innocently. Mary couldn’t help
smiling at this, and Mrs Grose saw Reibey return her smile. Waving her manicured fingers at the
table, she said, “Clear the plates, Mary.”
As Mary carefully balanced the fine china she brooded over what Mr Collins had said. To
marry, that was the future intended for her here, to breed for the good of the Colony. Well, she
would prove Mr Macarthur wrong and prosper, come hell or high water.
As the men were taking their leave, Tom hung behind and spoke to Grose, “Major, a group
of us plan to walk to Botany Bay tomorrow, after the morning service. May I have your permission
to invite the girl who waited on us at dinner–Mary, I think Mrs Grose called her?”
Grose looked surprised and looked about for Raven, but he was already beyond the circle of
light thrown from the doorway. 
Tom said, “There will be women present–some of the fellows have invited others.”
Grose said, “Certainly, my boy, in that case. She’s free on Sunday. I’m sure she knows she
must be home by nightfall.”
“Thank you, Sir. Well, goodnight!” Tom leapt off the step to catch up with the others.
Under the spell of Grose’s hopefulness, Tom almost floated with Raven to the row-boat waiting to
take them back to the ship. He breathed deep of the gum-scented air. He felt himself a prince of the
earth, like a rajah from one of his mother’s stories, raised beyond his highest expectations. One
hundred acres.  Men to work the land, at  Government expense.  His knowledge of shipping and
trading must  open doors  for  him.  Farming might  be  good,  but  sailing  was better. He saw the
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colony’s  need  for  traders  to  bring  back  the  necessities  and  luxuries  they  couldn’t  produce
themselves–and the profits that waited like ripe mangoes, almost within his grasp. 
As he rowed, Tom calculated. He needed to stay under Raven’s command for the time being.
He would trade on his own account, using his share of the space available on the ship after Raven
had bought what the officers had requested. He’d build up a stock of capital, and Raven would have
time to look for a man to replace him. 
The others went below as soon as they reached the ship, but Tom and Raven sat on the deck,
admiring the stars. Raven talked of the arrangements still to be made for their departure, but Tom
gradually became aware that he wanted to discuss Mary. He felt an unfamiliar shyness in broaching
the topic, “What did you think of the girl, serving us at dinner?”
“With six men to each woman, the choice here is limited, but Tom, a convict? There’s a wide
world out there, and many pretty faces.”
“There  is,  at  that,”  Tom  ruffled  his  hair.  “But  as  I  see  it,  there  are  more  important
considerations, such as her industry here. You heard what Mrs Grose said. It’s not like a lady to
praise a servant like that, leastways not a young one, nor a felon. You’ve heard what Grose says,
and the general report of the convicts. Most resist work as if it were a plague, and haven’t sense
enough to see that they have it in their power to better themselves. This girl seems to see that and to
be going about it smartly. You don’t find that sort in drawing rooms ... Or, if they’re there, there’s no
way to discover their mettle while waltzing, and making chitchat.”
Raven puffed on his pipe, “I saw her making eyes at you, Tom. She thinks you’re her ticket
out of service.”
“Nonsense. I admit I tried to flirt with her, but she was having none of it.” Sighing, Tom ran
his hands through his hair again, “There’s also the matter of my mother. Not many people are as
high-minded as you,  Sir, to  overlook mixed parentage.  Not many women of  spotless character
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would consider marriage to a half-caste, officer or not. Besides, Mary’s already here, and is proving
that she can thrive. No point bringing out some hothouse hussy to have her constantly faint in the
heat, or find, too late, that she can’t manage a day’s work. To make a go of things in this place I
don’t want a fancy lady, I need one who’ll pull her weight. No, I think Mary’s the girl for me. We’re
a well-matched couple of misfits.” 
“It’s not that I’m disagreeing with you, Tom. But it’s my responsibility, in place of your
father, God rest him, to see that you’ve thought this through. You could never return to a life back
Home, and– ”
“Home! You forget that I’ve never lived in England. Until twelve, Calcutta was my home,
since  then,  the  sea.  With  both  parents  gone,  there  is  no  ‘back  Home’ for  me.  I  have  no-one,
nowhere, except you, and this whaler,” Tom thumped the gunwale. “I intend to make a life for
myself  in  this  place.  There’s  land  for  the  asking,  and  opportunities  I  could  never  have  in  ten
lifetimes in that place you call ‘Home’.”
“John  Company  men  aren’t  permitted  to  marry  convicts,  y’know  that,  mate,”  Raven
persisted.
“Ah, that settles it. I was in two minds–whether to stay with the Company or set up for
myself here. It seems I’m forced to choose this place.”
“Of course you’re not forced. There is another option–give her up, Tom.”
“I tell you, she’s one in a million, and I won’t let her be snatched up by some Godforsaken 
lag.”
“Let’s see how you feel after this jaunt, Tom. Or the next. Goodnight,” he smiled.
As Raven retired for the night, Tom paced the deck. 
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XI
After church the Grose servants gathered to walk home for lunch. Through the scattering crowd a
man’s voice called, “Miss Mary.”
Mary turned to see dark, lean Mr Reibey waving his hat as he strode toward her, “A group of
us are off to Botany Bay this afternoon, would you like to come?”
“I–I’m not sure it’s allowed. I’ll check with Mrs Bagshawe.” 
Mary turned to look for her but Tom said, “It’s alright, I asked the Major last night.”
“Oh, but  I  should ask,”  she said,  confused at  this  unexpected freedom. She’d spent  the
previous Sunday afternoon sewing, and would get too little done this week if she didn’t sew today.
“Who is Mrs Bagshawe to stop you, when the Major has given his permission?” smiled
Tom, offering his arm. “Come, it’s alright. We don’t bite. There’ll be other ladies.” 
“Ah, but perhaps I bite, Mr Reibey,” Mary smiled, falling into step beside him but ignoring
his arm. She’d calculated that if she got up an hour earlier during the week she could make up for
the time she lost through this adventure. They walked behind the group already heading south. Tom
held out his hand, “Tom Reibey, and you are Miss …?”
Mary shook his hand, “Haydock. Mary Haydock.”
“Pleasure to meet you, Miss Haydock,” he smiled. Mary couldn’t tell if he was making fun
of her, but smiled anyway. She was exhilarated by her sudden freedom–it didn’t matter if he was
laughing at her. This day she was not a prisoner, or a servant, but a girl on a pleasure outing to a
famous beauty spot.
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The dry land fell under the enchantment of the setting sun as Mary walked alone up Rose Hill. She
savoured her last few moments of freedom. Walking down the hill was a group of officers, led by
Lieutenant Macarthur. Mary nodded as she passed them, but Macarthur’s lips turned down when he
glanced at her. 
Behind her he said, “Convicts are a necessary evil in a penal colony, eh, gentlemen?” and
was answered with laughter. 
For the first time, Mary understood that some people might always see her as tainted by her
conviction.
“Not a minute too soon,” said Mrs Bagshawe as Mary came through the back door into the kitchen.
Mary’s feet ached, and she was thirstier than she’d ever been, but despite herself all she could think
of was Mr Reibey–Tom, he’d asked her to call him.
She ate her dinner quickly and went to bed as soon as she could. Her body ached all over
and she lay down gratefully as she listened to Francis’s quiet breathing. Scenes from the afternoon
filled her head.
They’d walked on native tracks flanked by bushy slopes and paperbark lagoons, every now and then
sighting the water through breaks in the cliffs and dunes on their left. Although Mary’s legs were
still strong from climbing the ladder and stairs to the quarterdeck each day, she lacked stamina, and
she and Reibey fell behind the others.
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Reibey asked, “How was your voyage? Better than the Second Fleet’s, I hope?”
“Much better–from what I hear. Our surgeon, and especially his assistant, were kind. Did all
they could to keep us healthy. Ours was the fastest passage ever made here. One hundred and thirty
days from Torbay, even though we lay at the Cape twenty-one days. From the Cape, we made three
thousand miles in sixteen days.”
Reibey  stared  at  her. Perhaps  none of  the  (presumably  few)  girls  he  had  met  spoke in
numbers, Mary thought.
“How old are you, Miss Haydock?”
“Sixteen next May. And you, Mr Reibey?”
“Twenty-three.”
“Where is your family?”
“My parents passed away several years ago, my grandmother more recently. My relatives
are in Lancashire.”
“I was also orphaned young.  Captain Raven has been my guardian ever since my father
perished at sea.” 
Mary said nothing. She was trying to gauge his character. He was due to sail soon, so why
was  he  befriending  her?  Even  if  his  intentions  were  honorable,  she  wasn’t  sure  she  wanted
marriage. Marriage meant freedom from government servitude, but not freedom to leave New South
Wales. The only way marriage to Reibey could help her get Home was if he also intended to go. 
“And your family, are they at Home?”
“Home?” Tom laughed. “My father had family in England, but I was born in Bengal. Since
my parents died, the sea has been my home.”
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Mary stared at him, “Surely you want to see your family? Do you have uncles?”
“Not any that would own me.” He looked away as he said this. He took a deep breath and
turned to look directly into Mary’s eyes. “My father shamed his family by marrying my mother.
They have no desire to meet his son. My mother’s family also shun me as a half-caste. The further
away I am, the happier they are.”
Half-caste. That was more polite than the terms Mary had heard used for mixed parentage.
That settles it, she thought. Marrying him wouldn’t help her get Home.
“I’m sorry to hear that Mr Reibey,” Mary said stiffly. Tom glanced at her, wondering if he
had underestimated her pride. Was she repelled by his parentage? His thoughts were interrupted by
one of the sailors exclaiming, “Ladies and gentlemen, there you have it! The fabled Botany Bay!”
Mary was disappointed with her first view of this world-famous place. It was surrounded by low
hills sprinkled with eucalypts, rags of bark hanging forlornly from their trunks. Cabbage palms,
looking like a child’s parody of a tree, dotted the parklike landscape on sward that was not sward,
but a clumpy groundcover she had heard called kangaroo grass. Cook had written that the landscape
of Botany Bay was very like the moors of England, and Mary supposed it might be so, if one could
forget the dry heat and the glaring sunlight. 
The sailors stood before the large tree Captain Cook had inscribed, cutting into its smooth
white trunk the word ‘Endeavour,’ and the date of his visit: 29 April, 1770. Despite Mary’s decision
to reject Reibey, his manifest admiration for James Cook suited her ideas about a man. It raised
Reibey in her eyes to see him so humbled by the thought of the great man’s achievements. 
The main attraction of Botany Bay was a friendly family of Indians who lived there. They
were famous in the colony for dancing for any visitors who came to see them. Their belongings–
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spears,  a  woven basket,  and some rocks  that  Mary  thought  must  be  tools–were  under  a  large
overhanging rock, with the charred remains of a fire at the front. Mary sat on the sand with the
group, who shared their picnic of salt meat and bread with the Indian family. This was the closest
she’d  been  to  these  mysterious  people.  There  wasn’t  much  conversation,  beyond  their  leader
perfectly mimicking an English gentleman bowing and saying “How d’ye do?” which prompted his
family to laugh uproariously, their white teeth and dark eyes shining. The Indians refused the meat,
but ate the bread happily. The men had raised scars in lines on their chests, and wore shells pushed
through the skin at the base of their noses. Both the men’s and women’s bodies were painted with
white pipeclay, in waving lines from head to foot, crossbars, spirals, or zebra stripes, and their eyes
circled in white.
The dancing was made of short episodes of violent action, with much calling out, hissing
and whizzing noises, often ending with a loud shout. Their actions seemed intended to terrify those
watching with wild gesticulations and frantic distortions of body. Mary was glad she knew they
were friendly. Sometimes they imitated the animals Mary had seen–the emu or the dingo. Other
times she couldn’t divine the meaning of their movements. When they stopped dancing, Raven gave
them a small sack of flour he had brought for them. “Cheerio!” said their leader, pretending to doff
a hat. The group took their leave with much laughter and shaking of hands.
Tom walked beside Mary a little behind the rest of the group. “I couldn’t help but notice
your interest in the conversation at dinner the other night, Miss Haydock. Are you thinking of going
into trade?”
“Don’t tease, Mr Reibey. I’m interested in earning enough to pay my passage Home. I want
to know anything that will help me.”
“If I tease you, it won’t be for your ambition. You’ve already entered into trade, it seems.”
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“Selling three shirts can hardly be called trade.”
“Got to start somewhere, eh? Me too. I plan to save enough capital to take up one of the
grants Major Grose is so keen to give settlers. Captain Raven allows me some space to trade on my
own account. On our way back I’ll be left in charge of some of the crew at Dusky Bay, in New
Zealand. Skinning seals. There’s a fortune in fur and oil just sitting there, begging to be taken. As
soon as I can get a vessel large enough, I’ll be off.”
Mary said the first thing that came into her head, “I’ve heard tales of Cook’s men and the
women of Tahiti.” Immediately, she regretted it. She groped for something else to say to cover her
embarrassment. Tom was still looking at her in surprise when, to her relief, Raven turned back to
them and pointed to a flock of black birds on the bare branches of a large dead gum. 
“Cockatoos, they are,” he called. 
“Magnificent,” she breathed. She felt Tom look away from her.
The birds sidled up and down the branches, lowering and raising their heads as if bowing to
each other, all the while chattering in their unmusical voices. Amused by the strange birds and their
courteous behaviour, Mary was simultaneously intensely aware of Tom standing beside her. When
he laughed as the flock took to the air, her laughter bubbled up to meet his, called up out of her
without volition. Some part of her floated apart and watched her standing with this man, who by
some miracle seemed to desire her. She stepped away from him. She wanted no misunderstanding.
Tom took her arm as they walked on, his touch flooding her body with unfamiliar, delightful
sensations. Remember! she told herself, removing her arm from his.
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They could see Rose Hill when Tom turned to Mary and took her hand, “Miss Haydock,–Mary. You
know that Captain Raven intends to sail this week. I’d be very happy to know that I might hope,
that is, would you consider marrying me, when I can settle?”
“Mr Reibey–” 
“Tom, please,” he took her other hand.
Mary  took  a  deep  breath,  withdrew  her  hands,  and  said,  “Mr  Reibey,  please  don’t
misunderstand me. I’m flattered, truly I am, but I cannot.”
Tom took a step back, surprised and hurt, “Cannot, Miss Haydock?”
“That’s right, I cannot. Good day Mr Reibey.” Mary walked away as quickly as she could,
leaving him staring after her.
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XII
Mary exhaled loudly when she heard Major Grose tell his wife that the  Britannia  had departed.
With relief, or regret? Both, maybe. Mr Reibey seemed an honest man. And he was ambitious,
which she admired. Mrs Bagshawe had told her that since a life sentence was recorded against her
name in the Colonial records, there was no hope for her to go Home, ever. But Mary still believed
that with Uncle Walmsley’s legal connections, there would be a way to correct the mistake.
Her heart beat faster whenever she heard the boatswain’s wistful call signalling an arrival.
The rarity  of  visitors  to  this  forgotten  port  was  reason enough to  be  excited,  she told  herself,
pretending that she didn’t care to know if it  was the  Britannia’s  long-awaited return. When the
Britannia  did return the following June, without Tom and with no letters from home, Mary was
ambushed by despair. Mrs Bagshawe passed on a rumour that Reibey had married in New Zealand
and, with the Major in poor health, the Groses were planning to leave the colony soon. With no
prospect of another assignment as comfortable and safe as her first–becoming a housekeeper for a
hut of ten men, finding her own accommodation, and taking her chances among the men on the
streets, was unthinkable. She knew that if she wanted a man’s protection, Robson would give it–she
continually had to fend off his offers of help, and his suggestive comments. But as a convict, his
future  was  also unknown.  Once the  Groses  left  he’d  be assigned somewhere  else.  He’d never
suggested marriage,  but she knew that  he’d take her as an unofficial  wife if  she gave him the
slightest encouragement. She’d heard a rumour that Sarah was living with a man–but her own strict
upbringing prevented her from countenancing that. 
100
The first Sunday in June after the Britannia’s next return, Mary sought out Tom after church. She
asked about the voyage, and Tom told her that after collecting him and his crew from New Zealand,
the Britannia had headed for Bengal, but was delayed by bad weather and attacked by pirates.
“Pirates?!” Mary exclaimed, only half-believing him.
Tom nodded, “We were engaged in the Malacca Strait for six hours by a fleet of proas,
armed and full of men. When we’d spent all our powder, we had to retreat. We gave up hope of
reaching Bengal, and bought supplies for the colony at Batavia instead.”
“Discretion is the better part of valour, they say. I’m glad you weren’t harmed,” Mary smiled
weakly and looked at the ground. She took a deep breath and said, “Mr Reibey, I was a little hasty
when you first spoke to me of marriage. I’ve had time to think, and if your offer stands, I accept.”
“You’ve overcome your scruples about me being Indo-Briton, Miss Haydock?” Tom said, a
little coldly.
Mary stepped back, “Indo-Briton? That was never an obstacle, Tom.”
He took her hands, “Truly? Then what?” Mary withdrew her hands and clasped them behind
her back, “Does it matter, since I’ve changed my mind?” Her voice softened, “They said you’d
married.” Tom looked at her shrewdly. He still believed that she would make him a good wife, but
wondered why she’d rejected him at first.
“Will you marry me, Tom?” she asked, holding out her hand.
Tom’s pleasure at learning that Mary didn’t object to his background, her apparent jealousy
that he’d married another, and amusement at her unconventional proposal overcame his curiosity
about her motives, “I will,” he laughed.
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Tom fell to work establishing himself in the colony. He built a weatherboard house at the Rocks, a
sloop which he named the Raven, and applied for a grant on the Hawkesbury. Mary worked for the
Grose family until the day before the wedding. For Mary, saying goodbye to her affectionate little
charge, Francis, was the hardest thing about this day. He’d been the closest thing to family she’d
had in the colony.
When Mrs Bagshawe heard that Mr Reibey hoped to go into shipping, she took Mary into
the scullery conspiratorially. With wide eyes,  she whispered with fascinated horror, “Have you
heard of the melancholy accident which befell a young gentleman in the harbour? He was with three
marines in a boat, when they saw a whale nearby. They rowed away from the direction the fish
seemed to take, but the monster suddenly rose next to them and nearly filled the boat with water.
They baled her out and again steered away. For some time they thought themselves safe, when,
rising immediately under the boat, the whale lifted her many yards high on its back. Slipping off,
she dropped as from a precipice, and immediately sunk. The midshipman and one of the marines
were sucked under with it. The two other marines swam for the nearest shore, but only one reached
it to tell their tale.”
Mary blinked at the other woman’s ghoulish look.
“Mr Reibey has worked on a whaler for some years, ma’am. I believe he knows what he’s
about,” she said, returning to the kitchen.
Mrs Grose helped Mary find Sarah to invite her to the wedding. Since the wedding was to be on
Sunday, Sarah was free after the drums on Saturday afternoon, and Mrs Grose gave her permission
to stay the night. The girls whispered the news of two years to each other in Francis’s room, late
into Saturday night. 
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On Sunday morning, Mrs Grose hovered as Sarah helped Mary put on the new dress she’d
made. She made both girls nervous as she pretended to help Mary dress, fussing about her hair and
nails. The reason for her restless presence became obvious when she asked, “You do know, Mary,
how it is with married people, I suppose?” 
Sarah guffawed. Not sure how to respond, Mary stared at Mrs Grose. What did she know,
actually? She’d seen gyrating couples grasped to one another amidst disarrayed clothing in prisons,
on the ship, and in Sydney alleyways. She’d heard the mechanics of the act of marriage described in
various  crude  ways.  She  supposed,  with  Mrs Grose,  that  she did  know how things  went  with
married people. She nodded.
That evening, in her new home, Mary took longer than necessary to sweep the hearth,  and set
everything in place ready for the morning. She tried to think of extra chores that needed her urgent
attention, wanting to put off the moment she and Tom went to bed. But she realised she knew
nothing of what was needed. Everything was new to her. Where did they get water? Although Tom
had built a pleasant, solid little house, it was primitive and plain after the Governor’s brick mansion.
Before she could think of anything else to do, Tom walked over to stand behind her, his hands
caressing her shoulders, “Don’t be afraid, my girl.” 
But  she  was  afraid.  Marrying  Tom  had  made  practical  sense,  but  she’d  rather  be  his
housekeeper than his wife. Scenes from the voyage, whispers and rumours and gutter stories of
men’s brutality to women besieged her mind. Tom’s not like that, she told herself. But her fear grew.
Tom shortcircuited her fear, by stooping to kiss her neck. Astonished by the rush of pleasure this
gave her, she was tumbled out of her terror as he bundled her up and carried her to the bed. He knelt
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on the floor at her feet as she sat on the edge of the bed, and removed her boots. He caressed her
stockinged feet and ankles, awakening in her a fierce desire to kiss and be kissed, burning away her
fear and shyness.
The  next  morning,  Mary  woke  before  Tom.  When  she  remembered  where  she  was,  she  lay
completely still, not wanting to disturb him. Memories of the night just passed filled her vision and
she breathed slow and deep, overflowing with relief that she’d passed the final, secret threshold into
wifehood. She rose carefully, unbarred the door as quietly as she could, and crept to the outhouse.
Despite her time in prison she couldn’t imagine ever being able to use a pot in front of her … what
to call Tom? ‘Husband’ seemed too distant, after what they’d done. Her lover? He was that, but she
blushed to think of him that way. She gave up looking for the proper word, deciding to think of him
simply as her Tom. 
After closing the outhouse door and washing her face at a barrel at the back door, she sat on
a rock surrounded by dewy spiderwebs slung between coarse blades of grass, and watched the sun
rise  for  the  first  time  in  her  new life.  On  the  ridge  behind  the  house  she  saw a  naked  man,
silhouetted in the early morning light. He stood with one leg crooked, his foot resting on his knee.
He held a spear, resting its base on the ground. Mary couldn’t tell, but he didn’t seem to be looking
at her. She tried to imagine what he might have seen from there before the ships came, just six years
ago. She imagined the vast harbour empty of buildings–he probably knew it as well as she knew the
streets  of  Blackburn.  She remembered what  Mr Collins  had said,  about  the English taking the
Indians’ homeland. In a way, the man on the ridge had lost his home, as surely as she’d lost hers.
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XIII
A condition of the grant made to Tom was that he farm the land for five years. Since he was granted
only thirty acres instead of the hundred he’d dreamed of, and three men instead of ten, Tom thought
that shipping goods for others would pay better than just farming his own land. If the Hawkesbury
harvests  were good, he’d run a  shipping service for the farmers of the district–carrying goods,
letters and passengers to and from Port Jackson. He spent weeks at the farm with his men, building
the house and starting on clearing land for corn and wheat. The settled part of the Hawkesbury was
a two-day journey overland, or a three-day voyage by boat up from Port Jackson, passing through
Broken Bay and up the twisting, rocky reaches of the river. The track to the Hawkesbury carried no
carts, not only because it was too rough, but also because there were no oxen to pull carts. Those
settlers too poor to pay to be shipped up the river walked all the way from Port Jackson–in convoy
for safety–carrying their government-issue farm implements themselves. By land they could only
take as much as they could carry, but on the Raven, the Reibeys took everything they expected to
need. One of the assigned men, Mullins, helped Tom with the sailing. 
As they snaked upriver, Tom pointed out to Mary dead trees on the banks that had been
uprooted by floodwaters, and in the branches of trees still standing she saw eerie clumps of ragged
debris, hanging forlornly fifteen yards or more above the water level. Mary had an uncanny sense
that they were being watched as they sailed under lonely cliffs overhanging the river. It was as if the
bush had eyes.
Tom told her he’d chosen a spot above the highest signs of flooding to build their house.
They passed dark inlets and secluded lagoons teeming with ducks, swans, geese, and a strange bird
Mullins called the ‘brolga,’ which he said was native to what he called the ‘Oxberry’.
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Mary could hardly keep her eyes open after the long journey and two nights of broken sleep
camping along the way. She was roused from a half-doze filled with dark corners when Tom spoke. 
“There you are, Mrs Reibey,” he smiled. On a rise in front of them she saw a squat house
built  of  rough wooden  planks  and shingles,  in  a  small  clearing  surrounded by towering  trees.
Behind it and off to one side was a second, smaller building–workers’ quarters, she thought. Nearby
stood a small outhouse and a separate kitchen, the last joined to the house by a covered walkway. In
all the months since Tom had returned, she’d never stopped to imagine what the house he was
building must be like. She should have realized that it would have no glass in the windows, and a
roof of rough shingles.
The land was marked with clear paths, well worn. The paths, some mysterious notches and
marks on the gum trees, and distant wisps of smoke trailing up the sky were the only signs she saw
that there were other people here, besides their settler neighbours. She found the place savage, yet
beautiful, in a ghastly, ghostly way.
The Cobcrafts and the Roberts came to welcome their new neighbours, and hear the news from the
port. They’d been on the Hawkesbury a few months already, and the women told Mary what they’d
learned from the Indian women about how to collect and cook some native foods. Tom learned from
the  men  how to  steal  honeycomb from the  native  bees,  which  they  did  unmolested,  because–
miraculously, in this hostile land–the bees had no stings. 
The Roberts family had adopted a little Indian girl, whom they called Rose. Mary never did
learn how they came to adopt her. Tom said that her parents had died, although he didn’t say how.
Missing Francis, Mary took to the girl immediately. Her black eyes danced with fun, and when she
smiled or laughed, her white teeth glinted in her dark face.
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Rose often came to the Reibeys’ place. Mary encouraged her, as the house was lonely when
Tom was working the farm, or away in the sloop. Mary and Rose were down by the water one day–
Rose was showing Mary where to pick edible orange berries from a shrub she called Geebung–
when a party of Indian women and children appeared. Mary hadn’t heard them coming, and was
startled. She’d seen many Indians from afar while at the Groses’s, but hadn’t been this close to any
local people since that day at Botany Bay. Rose sensed Mary’s surprise.
“My friends,” she said, patting Mary’s arm. Mary watched as the women dug with sticks
under  little  yellow  flowers  in  the  soft  mud,  and  cooked  the  tubers  in  a  fire  they  lit  with  a
smouldering pine cone one of them carried, wrapped in bark.
“Badala,” said a young woman with a baby slung at her shoulder in a possum skin, gesturing
to Mary.
“Badala. Budjari,” the woman said, more insistently.
“She  says  let’s  eat,  it’s  good,”  said  Rose.  Mary  cautiously  accepted  the  yam and  was
surprised at its sweet, nutty flavour.
“Mmm,” she nodded. “How do you say ‘good’?”
“Budjari,” said Rose, handing Mary another yam.
“Boojarry. What do you call it?” asked Mary, through a mouthful.
“Murnong. Good, eh? You eat that you won’t be so skinny,” said Rose, poking Mary’s ribs.
All the women laughed as if they understood.
“Moonong, boojarry,” Mary said.
“Budjari,” they said, nodding and smiling. 
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The next time the women came, Mary was alone. She was spreading Tom’s washed shirt on a bush
to dry, and again they were beside her before she heard anything. Remembering how they’d shared
their food with her, Mary went inside to get some bread for them. The women followed her into the
house. They milled about the room, touching things and exclaiming to each other. They accepted
the bread, but didn’t seem to like it much. They talked to her and to each other, but Mary couldn’t
understand anything. They examined her dress very attentively, and seemed to be asking the names
of things they pointed to. 
Mary  caught  on  to  the  game and  said,  “Table.”  They repeated  the  name of  each  thing
perfectly, even mimicking the tone of Mary’s voice. The woman with a baby sat shyly next to Mary,
gesturing at Tom’s red kerchief, lying on the table where Mary had left it  after mending it that
morning.
“Kerchief,” said Mary. 
“Kerchief?” said the woman, pointing to herself. The woman unslung her child and held out
the possum pelt to Mary, “Kerchief?” she repeated.
Hoping that Tom wouldn’t mind, Mary nodded, accepting the pelt  and handing over the
kerchief.  Delighted,  the  woman  tied  it  around  her  neck,  while  the  other  women  laughed  and
clamoured for a turn. Each of them tried it on until it was back on the first woman’s neck.
“Yenangoon,” said an older woman, pointing her chin at the door, and the others followed
her out. Mary stood in the doorway watching their straight backs and graceful steps as they silently
disappeared into the scrub down near the river.
The nights  Tom was away, Mary heard every noise.  Owls hooting.  Dingoes  howling.  Possums
fighting. Sometimes she heard natives singing and clapping sticks together. Being so far from Port
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Jackson was a mixed blessing. Sailors called it the pygmy port, but it seemed like the centre of the
universe to those on the Hawkesbury. When Tom was home, he and Mary were warmly enfolded in
the newness of their life together, but Tom was worried about leaving Mary alone for so many days
at a time. Three days’ sail each way, plus a day in port for trading, meant Tom was absent for a
week each time he made the trip. He stopped at every farm along the way, collecting news and
commissions.  And  sooner  than  Tom  had  expected,  his  shipping  venture  was  booming.  The
emancipist settlers with little or no capital constantly found things they required from the town, and
promised to pay when the harvest was in.
Betty’s first letter arrived a month later–two years after Mary first sailed into the harbour. 
                                                                                                          Manchester
                                                                                                     September 1, 1793
My Sister,
              I hope this finds you well. Little Tommy is already one, and trying to walk. Everyone is
well,  although  times  are not  easy  here.  Poor  Charles  is  hard-pushed  to  make  enough  money
carpentering to keep us in food and coal. Recently a poem written by one of your felon companions
was published in a news-sheet here. You’ve probably heard it, but just in case I’ll copy it here:
From distant climes o’er widespread seas we come,
Though not with much eclat or beat of drum,
True patriots all, for be it understood,
We left our country for our country’s good;
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No private views disgrac’d our generous zeal,
What urged our travels was our country’s weal,
And none will doubt but that our emigration 
Has prov’d most useful to the British nation.
It has given us much amusement here, although I’m sure you’re aware there’s much doubt
about whether our nation has benefitted in any way from the expensive business of transporting
you. Some proclaim that the only beneficiaries are the convicts who make themselves rich there.
The gent who is rumoured to have wrote the above ditty, it is said, was saddened by the thought that
the natives have no pockets to pick. It is claimed he serves as high-constable there. Can this be
true? Can a criminal hold such a position in your strange country? Do felons have no decency or
shame, to push themselves forward so?
Another amusing story was published by Naval Surgeon Cunningham. He said that when
people heard he was from New South Wales, they moved away hastily, checking their pockets. “It is
the only country in the world which you are ashamed to confess having visited,” he said. Such is
your home! I suppose we shall never meet again.
                                                                              God be with you,
                                                                                                         Betty
No mention of helping clarify her sentence. Mary hoped she’d made the right decision in
marrying Tom.
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By Mary’s eighteenth birthday–May 1795–the native women had stopped visiting, and Rose had
run away. Mrs Cobcraft told Mary she couldn’t understand it–why would anyone choose to live in
the bush, when they could live in a house?
The Hawkesbury was now in a state of open war. Huts were burned, crops were stolen,
settlers were speared. When natives set fire to the woods the settlers rallied to protect each others’
homes, forming bucket brigades from the river. Acting Governor Paterson sent out soldiers. Their
orders were to destroy as many of the natives as possible, and to erect gibbets from which to hang
their bodies as a gory warning to others who were tempted to approach the white settlements. Some
nights when Tom was away, Mary dressed in his clothes and paraded up and down outside the house
with a musket, to deter any hostile Indians who might be about.  When the Roberts’ house was
burned down, Tom and Mary decided to move back to Sydney. They hired an emancipist to manage
the farm so Tom could keep up his shipping, and used their home at the Rocks as a store and a base
for trading in Sydney.
For Mary, those years were a blur of pregnancies, broken nights with babies, and overseeing
the store in Tom’s frequent absences. She’d had no letter from Betty for years, and wrote to update
her family on her progress.
                                                                                                      Entally House, Sydney
                                                                                                         January 10, 1810
My Dear Sister,
                 How the years fly! Having not heard from you for quite some time I fear my previous
letters have gone astray, and perhaps yours, to me. Here is a little report of our happenings. As you
see  above,  we  removed  from  the  Hawkesbury  to  Sydney  some  years  back.  Convenient  to  his
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shipyard and trade Reibey acquired a grant on the water opposite Government House, where he
built a wharf and oversaw the building of a fine two-storey brick house, with rooms downstairs for
the store and hotel I run, and a large cellar for storage of our wares. Entally was his birthplace,
near Calcutta.
But I get ahead of myself. First come the children. Thomas arrived in 1796, James in 1798,
and George in 1801. Then Celia in 1803, Eliza 1805, Jane 1807, and another we expect in the
coming Autumn–that is March, here.
Since 1803 Reibey has had the James and the Edwin on the Hunter and Hawkesbury runs in
coals, cedar and wheat. As well as his first sloop, the Raven. He was overrun with work so entered
into partnership with an emancipist, Edward Wills. Together they built the 66-ton Mary and Sally in
1806. They engage in sealing in Bass Strait, and in 1807 they bought the schooner Mercury for
trade with the Pacific Islands.
The Hawkesbury River, where we were formerly, floods terribly. My husband was there
during one flood in 1806 when he saved the lives of several people caught in the waters. I heard
from someone who was there that all that night nothing was to be heard but the firing of muskets
and the cries of women and children, together with the noise of the torrent.
Short  and stout  Captain-General  Bligh  took  up his  post  as  our  Governor that  year, on
August 6, 1806. Five-year-old George was spellbound as he held my skirt in the crowd lining the
dusty way, watching the procession. His father had told him that our new Governor had served
under his hero, Captain Cook. George’s greatest treasure is a medallion Cook gave King Pomaree
of Otaheite, who gave it to my husband as a token of his regard. Tom calls George Cap’n, in fun.
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Bligh’s voyage in an open launch from the mid-Pacific to Timor after the mutiny on the
Bounty prove that this man was made of more than ordinary stuff. My husband’s opinion was that a
man who could make that journey must be a man indeed. He told the boys that not ten other men in
the world could have done it. Despite this, we Sydneysiders soon had our own opinions about why
Bligh’s crew had mutinied. He’d not been here long when he began to take advantage of those that
lay in his power. From some he took good houses and gave them bad ones–from others he took their
houses and turned them into the street, making them no recompense. Some he stopped building.
Others he made make improvements against their inclinations and on the whole endeavoured to
crush every person as much as possible. But at last the Officers and Gentlemen found themselves so
much imposed on that they could put up with it no longer–for the good of the people Major Johnson
took up the cause, and on the 26th January two years ago to our great surprise the Drum beat to
arms,  the  soldiers  marched  to  Government  House,  put  the  Governor  under  arrest  and  Major
Johnson took the command. Captain Macarthur can be thanked for this, although in general he is
no friend of emancipists. Who knows how these actions will be viewed at Home.
In these uncertain times, Reibey accepted an appointment as pilot of the harbour. Business
is prospering and we are making money very fast, and he is able to oversee things better by being at
home more.  New Year’s Eve 1809, fireworks burst and bonfires blazed, welcoming a new regime.
Governor Macquarie came ashore the next day, January 1, 1810. Everyone in town was anxious to
know his opinion of the land and his policies–would he uphold the grants given by Johnson and
Paterson, or would he revert to the anti-commercialism of Bligh?
I must conclude for all are in bed. I am sleepy and Jane is crying with the toothache. My feet
ache with rocking her and the candle is going out. Give my love to my uncles, aunts, cousins and all
inquiring friends. 
                                                  God bless and keep you, sister, Mary Reibey
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As the first light blushed up the sky, Mary pulled Tom’s coat over her nightdress and trod numbly
across the boards of the verandah and down the path to the rocks at the water’s edge. Campbell’s
peacocks shrieked. The tide flowed blithely on. Disbelief fogged her mind as she wandered into
places she hadn’t visited since Grummer’s death. In the chamber of memories she had kept sealed,
her mind spun. Her memory was a storehouse of death. A mausoleum. 
Two sisters died before she was born–Dolly and Mary.
Father. 
Mama. 
Grummer.
And now, Tom.
There seemed no end to the desolation. Nor a beginning. Her life dawned in loss, and loss
promised to shrivel the end of her days. She sat heavily on a bench overlooking the wharf. Sparrows
chirruped, the whip of a coachbird rang out. The chill air gradually warmed, and carelessly caressed
her swollen eyelids.
After making substantial losses, Tom had made a trading voyage to Bengal, and when he
returned eight months ago, he was ill with what the doctors thought was sunstroke. At first Mary
hoped for a quick recovery, but as the months dragged on he grew weaker. Even then, she didn’t
foresee his death. She was so busy with accounts, trading in Tom’s place, taking care of the children
and the house, that she hardly had time to think, except to be impatient for his recovery. She berated
herself for not spending more time with him. For not seeing him deteriorating before her eyes.
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She sat up straight on the bench, and reminded herself that she didn’t lack people to love or
be loved by. She listed to herself all those dear who remained, and she was half-ashamed of her self-
pity, but all of the finest and noblest thoughts did not mend the wound inside her.
Somehow she got through the funeral, but that night she woke sobbing and thought she was
back in her grandmother’s house, the night Grummer Law died. 
Strange, the things you miss when someone’s gone. The comforting tobacco smell of him,
lying behind her in the bed. The rumble of his laughter downstairs as he joked with customers,
friends  and  sailors.  His  stories  of  faraway  places.  His  calm strength,  which  she’d  never  seen
overthrown. Until the end.
Surely God could have left Tom with her and the children? Such thoughts lead to madness,
she told herself apathetically, taking out her accounts ledger. She sought the oblivion of columns on
a page. Business matters mercifully demanded her attention, and each morning she put on a quiet
smile for the children. She was roused from her daze when Tom’s partner died a month after Tom. It
was up to her, now, to see they were well provided for. She would see to it that they would never be
without shelter, as she had been. It was a relief to be galvanised, and necessary, for all their sakes. 
Men lined up to tell her they wanted to help her out of her difficulties, and offered to buy various
concerns, and Mary thought of selling up and going Home. But young Tom was already at sea–she
couldn’t leave without saying goodbye. And the men’s show of concern was revealed as a sham by
their low offers–half the current value, if that. There were others offering reasonable prices, but they
wanted to pay on terms. She wasn’t going to risk that. It was full price up front, or no sale. Numbers
numbed her. Lying in bed, she recited the acreages of all her properties. Even if there were a buyer
offering a fair price for her assets, how long would it take her to build the contacts and know-how to
start again, in England? Perhaps, if she expanded her assets, she might eventually have enough to
sell up and go Home, as a woman of independent means.
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Now and then the sense that part of her had been amputated crept up from behind, to choke
her. A living part of the living whole had been cut off, leaving a gaping wound and nerves that
functioned as if that part–her Tom–were still there. Gradually, these times decreased. Remembering
the Royal Admiral, she realised that familiarity can inure a person to almost anything. To escape the
memories of Tom that haunted the home they’d shared, Mary moved around the corner to George
Street, several weeks after his death.
Comments she was meant to overhear pursued her in the crowd leaving church each Sunday. With
Tom gone, people seemed more willing to show their envious contempt for her as an emancipist.
“There goes the filthy rich lag. Insolent driver! Never keeps to the speed limit. Thinks she’s
above it. Thinks that just because she’s clawed her way to the top of the dunghill she can make her
own laws.”
“She’d be just like me except her officer husband was a sharp one. She’s no better’n me.”
“Even so, there’s more than nits under er bonnet.”
“She can kiss my wrist if she thinks she’s any better’n the rest of em,” said a well-dressed
soldier turned farmer.
Mary recognised him as a regular at her hotel, but she knew better than to greet him. People
who wouldn’t speak to her on the street, or even nod, were more than ready to do business with her.
“Come,  children.  Luncheon’s waiting,”  said  Mary, hurrying them through  the  gossiping
crowd.
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Six years after Tom’s death, Mary had not only held her own in trade alongside the men of Sydney,
but had achieved her ambition of expanding her concerns. The older boys, Thomas and James, were
making their own way in Van Diemen’s Land. She was grieved that even they were shunned by the
Exclusives,  who  believed  them to  be  tainted  by  her  conviction.  Her  sons  and  daughters  were
thriving, though, and had plenty of friends among emancipists and their children. Over the years,
when her boys responded violently to taunts from their Exclusive peers, she’d resignedly paid their
fines.
Mary received a surprising letter from Betty with the news that her husband, Mr Foster, wished to
emigrate  to  New Holland with his  family. Betty asked for  her  help and Mary could  not  resist
laughing at the thought of her sister, who’d taken every opportunity to disparage the place, settling
here. She answered immediately to say that she’d be delighted to help–all Betty need do was apply
to Mary’s agent in London, and he would arrange payment for their passage. Her sister was her
closest living relative, after all–the children would have cousins to play with, and she’d have family
nearby, after all these years. With the older boys gone and the girls at boarding school in Parramatta,
Mary turned to George with the news, “You’ll have cousins for company, Cap’n!” George had read
his aunt’s letters, and wasn’t too happy about the prospect.
As Mary walked along George Street in Windsor on a crisp April day on the way to visit a tenant
farmer of hers, a man stepped backwards out of a shop and trod on her neat little boot. He turned
around, full of apologies, but fell silent as he and Mary recognized each other. 
“Good morning, Mr Walker,” she said evenly.
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The man refused to respond and tried to make his way past her. She put out her folded
parasol to block his path.
“I’d appreciate the prompt settlement of your account, Mr Walker. It is long overdue. Please
pay up, like a gentleman.”
“And what would you know of gentlemen?” Walker said, sneering.
“I know that gentlemen pay their bills, or go to court. I’ll have to action you, Mr Walker, if
you will not pay your debt.” Mary rapped the end of her parasol on the footpath.
“Do as you please. I know you. I’ve heard all about you and the Guv. I know what you are–
everyone knows why he gives you everything you ask–how does Mrs Macquarie feel about it? Even
a whore gets respectable if she lives long enough,” he spat.
As he stepped over the parasol he spat over his shoulder, “I’m not afraid of any woman.
Specially not a horse thief turned tart.”
It was as if the pent up fury at decades of taunting took control of her body. Lofting the
parasol with its solid wooden handle, Mary brought it down with all her strength on his shoulder.
She lifted it a second time, but a passerby caught it from behind and prevented her from hitting
Walker again.
Holding his shoulder, Walker snarled, “Looks like it’s me who’ll be actioning you, you fat
old tart. I’ll see you in court.”
The court found against her, and she was forced to pay her debtor damages plus costs. The
humiliation soon passed, but it left her unsettled. Was she never to be left in peace? She found it
impossible to get back into the rhythm of running her affairs. She wanted to escape this place where
enough people knew how she’d come to the colony to leave her prey to regular insults.
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She wished she’d gone Home after Tom died, but it was complicated, now that two of the
boys were settled here. 
The idea of returning to England and being free of the associations of this place became
more and more appealing. Images of Home filled her thoughts. Small irritations grew to intolerable
dimensions  as  she  imagined  a  life  free  of  colonial  pettiness.  She’d  never  been  given  to
daydreaming, but now found herself falling into reveries of Home in the midst of tallying figures.
Eventually  she  decided to  sell  up  and take  the  younger  children  back to  England.  She felt  so
relieved when she first formed this plan that she was soon convinced it the best course of action
open to her. Thomas and his wife Richarda persuaded her to leave the youngest two girls with them,
so  they  could  continue  their  schooling  and  grow up  with  their  nieces  and  nephews.  She  was
reluctant to leave them, but the girls pleaded with her to let them stay, and she gave in to them.
She advertised her properties for sale in the Sydney Gazette. If they fetched their valuations
she’d go home with twenty thousand pounds. Enough to live as well as a duchess, she thought.
However, the response to her advertisements was underwhelming. Although the colony’s economy
had recovered somewhat from the depression of the first half of the decade, trade was slow. Mary
prepared for a longer wait.
Her preoccupation with going Home was soon eclipsed by James’ outrageous behaviour. On
March 25th 1816, quite against Mary’s will, the seventeen-year-old married a childless young navy
widow, who was penniless apart from a small, unfurnished wooden house in Hobart. James hadn’t
introduced the girl to her, and Mary knew nothing about her. Mary cut off all contact with him.
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Perhaps it was just as well that she’d not been able to sell up, she thought a year later when Betty
wrote that Foster had received permission to emigrate. They’d been considering it for so long that it
seemed it might never happen, and Mary thought she’d only believe they were coming when she
saw them arrive. She continued arranging her affairs in preparation for going Home.
Mary was vexed to hear of the Fosters’ arrival while she was in Van Diemen’s Land, where
she was visiting Thomas and Richarda and settling her business concerns there. She’d already let
out her shop, hotel, warehouse and farms in New South Wales, but now her departure for England
would have to be delayed.
When Mary got back to Sydney, she was glad to meet Betty for the first time at her own
house. She suspected she wouldn’t have known her if she’d had to pick her out of a disembarking
crowd.  Twenty-seven  years  had  changed  them both  beyond  recognition.  Tomboy  Mary  was  a
tanned, stout lady turned out in fashionable lace, but Betty had gone from a pretty, fresh-faced girl
in a bonnet à la Mode to a thin, careworn woman in a shabby dress. When she saw the state of the
family, Mary wondered if Mr Foster’s business had ever prospered. Betty said she’d been very ill on
the voyage,  but that alone couldn’t explain her careworn face and belongings. Betty’s children,
Jane, Eliza and four-year old James were dressed in loose, patched clothes that had clearly belonged
to others before them. Their little faces were thin and pale.
Mary called for tea and cake, and the party arranged themselves in the parlour.
“How is everyone at Home, there’s so much I want to ask you,” she said, sitting beside her
sister and squeezing her hand. But Betty wanted to know about this strange place, “That can wait,
sister, whatever do you do with yourselves here?”
“Business keeps me pretty busy,” said Mary.
Celia spoke up, “We’re never invited to balls, if that’s what you mean, Aunt. Our favourite
thing to do is carry a bit of salt beef or pork, a bottle of Oh be Joyful, and spend an afternoon on the
water, picnicking, reading to each other, collecting oysters.”
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Jane asked, “Do you mean you’re excluded from Society?”
Apparently wanting to impress his English cousin George boasted, “Not entirely. Did you
know that Mama was invited to meet Governor Macquarie?”
Charles Foster coughed, “May I take some sherry, sister?”
“By all means,” Mary gestured toward the decanter on the sideboard. She remembered the
excitement of opening the official invitation, stamped with the King’s letterhead–“His Excellency
requests the pleasure–”
Her sister answered George archly, “His Excellency is aware, I presume, that your mother is
an emancipist?” Mary’s hands clenched in her lap. Betty was the same, after all.
“Oh yes,” said George happily. “That’s why he wanted to  talk to  her. He said she was
exactly the sort of person he wanted the colony to produce–”
“But surely it violates protocol for a Vice-regent to invite a criminal–”
“An emancipist!” interrupted George.
“A former criminal, into the Vice-regal presence,” his aunt finished.
George crowed, “He asked for her advice about trade.”
Betty turned to Mary, “And what advice does a horse thief have for a Governor?”
Mary  smoothed  her  dress  over  her  knees,  schooling  her  face  to  ignore  the  insult,  “I
recommended that every business be licensed, and that regulations be established to suppress unjust
and unreasonable prices for food, clothing, and the common necessities.”
Betty couldn’t resist another shot, “The Governor’s a canny Scot who can’t help admiring
anyone who accumulates a fortune, felon or free.”
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Charles Foster sighed and said, “That’s hardly just, my dear. He admires your sister because
he sees her as an example of his belief that felons can and should be rehabilitated into society.” He
turned to Mary, “And what else did you speak about?” he asked mildly.
“Oh, the usual things,” shrugged Mary, still stinging.
“What is it usual to speak with a Vice-regal officer about, Mama?” teased Celia.
“Oh, he was polite, asked about the family, that sort of thing,” said Mary, and turned the
conversation to the people at Home.
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Charles Foster was granted land next to Mary’s son, Thomas, in Tasmania. When the Fosters were
settled,  Mary felt  ready to return to  England.  Her sons  were thriving in  business  and farming.
Thomas had persuaded her to leave thirteen-year-old Jane and ten-year-old Elizabeth with him, to
continue their  schooling.  Celia,  seventeen,  and Eliza,  fifteen,  accompanied Mary. She hoped to
place them in a finishing school for young ladies. Mary dreamed of using her colonial knowledge
and contacts to establish herself in business in England, and planned that the younger girls would
join her when they were a little older. Perhaps they could all make occasional voyages back to
Australia to visit the boys–she imagined their joyous reunions.
Mary, Celia and Eliza sailed from Sydney in March, 1820, and arrived in Portsmouth in
June. Eliza was intrigued by a steamship at anchor beside their ship. 
“Fancy traveling in a vessel that was not at the mercy of the wind, Mama!” she said. Their
Captain was not as impressed, “Awfully noisy and dirty, m’dear. And they have to carry coal to fuel
the engine, which limits their cargo space. Steam’ll never do for longer voyages.”
The Captain offered to arrange a post-chaise, but Mary insisted they’d travel to London by
coach. She and the girls settled themselves on the leather seats, each next to a window. They were
eager to see all they could.
Mary breathed smells she’d long forgotten–beeswax, coal fires, Devon apples. In all her
remembering she’d forgotten the sad faces and pallid skin of the English at Home. And the greyness
of English weather. True, the grass was very green, but even though it was summer here, sunshine
was in shorter supply than flour and sugar had been when she’d first arrived in Parramatta.
Passing  through  towns  and  villages  from  London  to  Blackburn,  Mary  saw  that  she’d
returned to a different country from the one she’d left almost twenty-nine years before. Gas lighting
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was in every high street, and in many private homes. There were railways and macadamed roads. At
each change of horses, she and the girls were ushered into the cosy fireside parlours of inns she’d
only glimpsed from outside on her previous coach journey, on the way to the convict transport.
In Blackburn Mary stood still a moment in front of the door of her grandmother’s house. It seemed
impossible that it  was the same door she’d opened and closed so many times as a child, never
thinking that one day she’d stand there, the mother of adult children, knocking almost as a stranger
might, unsure of her reception.
She’d written to tell the Hopes of her coming, but she’d had no reply, and suddenly realized
that she didn’t even know if they lived there still. She felt cold all over.
Meanwhile,  someone inside  was stepping towards  the door. A young woman opened it.
Although Alice Hope was born a couple of years after Mary left,  she knew her instantly–she’d
received Mary’s letter and been expecting her cousin. She embraced Mary and wept over her as if
she was a long-lost sister. Alice’s father and mother had long since passed away, but Mary felt that
they must not have spoken very ill of her, or Alice could never have been so affectionate to her.
That night Mary wrote in her journal,
        August 6, 1820
It is impossible to describe the sensations I felt when coming to the top of Darwen Street, my native
home, and amongst my relatives and on entering my once Grandmother’s house where I had been
brought up, and to find it nearly the same as when I left nearly 29 years ago, and all the same
furniture and most of them standing in the same place as when I left, but not one person I knew or
knew me. The deaf and dumb girl  I  often played with when I was a girl came to see me. She
appeared to be overjoyed.
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News of her arrival swept the town, and the door hardly closed with family and friends coming and
going–whether out of respect or curiosity, Mary wasn’t sure. But it  was glorious to be warmly
welcomed by her father’s and mother’s people, and to visit Betty’s eldest son, Thomas Foster, in
Manchester, with the news that his family was well and settled in Tasmania. For Mary the highlight
of her homecoming was when her old Nurse, now eighty, walked nine miles with her husband, just
to see her. Nurse hardly knew how to express her joy at seeing Mary again, and as she wiped her
tears Mary felt that she could at last lay to rest the ghost of the child who’d shamed her family by
running away, three decades before.
After the whirl of reunions Mary was shown through England’s largest cotton mill in nearby
Preston, by its proprietor. A steam engine powered the machinery, and although the speed of the
manufacture was impressive, it was so hot inside that Mary became ill, and had to leave. When she
was well again, she settled the girls into a finishing school, and caught a steamship to Glasgow to
visit her favourite cousin, David Hope. He welcomed her warmly, and showed her the famous sights
of the ancient town, and the marvelous factories–she was struck by one in particular, where muslin
was polished by being run over a singeing-iron that didn’t damage the cloth, although the iron was
red hot.
Despite her interest in the latest cotton technologies, she soon felt at a loss. The pleasures of
leisure palled, and try as she might, she couldn’t see where to make a start in business in England.
Despite the kindness of many people, she perceived that the convict taint clung to her even more
persistently in England than in Australia. She proposed a partnership to one manufacturer, whose
business she saw would benefit from her knowledge of trade in Sydney. He answered coldly, “I
think not, Madam. I couldn’t think of exposing my family to such a connection.”
Thinking that  this  was just  parochialism,  she travelled to  London, but again found only
closed doors. She visited colonial friends, and learned that the child she’d cared for, who’d grown
up to become the Reverend Francis Grose, had died three years before.
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She sought out  Mr Wentworth,  son of one of the colony’s surgeons,  and at  his  house she was
ushered in to the parlour by a shy little maid.
Wentworth shook her hand vigorously, “My dear Mrs Reibey, how delighted I am to see
you, how are you?” Mary was surprised at the strange nostalgia she felt, on seeing him. He was no
relative of hers, and yet he felt more familiar to her than any of her own family in England.
“I had almost forgot what it is to be truly cold, right down to the marrow,” Mary laughed.
“How are you faring?”
Wentworth ignored her question in his eagerness to hear about his country, “What news of
home?”
Mary blinked, and tilted her head.  ‘Home!’ For almost three decades,  ‘Home’ had meant
England. Yet, here in England,  ‘Home’ in Mr Wentworth’s mind was New South Wales. In that
moment she realised that for her, too, home was where she and Tom had had their family, and built
their lives. Had the last twenty-eight years secretly uprooted England from the deepest place in her
heart, and replaced it with rough and ready Sydney? she wondered. England made her wistful for
her  childhood,  but  Australia  was full  of  loving,  living  connections.  She suddenly  missed it  all
terribly–the dusty hubbub of the Rocks, Nanbaree popping into the shop to share the latest gossip,
the rough energy of George Street, the restful haven of her beautiful home. Over it all floated a
freedom, a cheerful awareness of the opportunity to rise above present circumstances.
She saw that Wentworth was still waiting for an answer, and dredged her memory for the
latest she’d heard, “Commissioner Bigge continues his folly–”
“I’m sure his report  will  be nauseous trash, judging from the people he listens to,” said
Wentworth.
They reminisced so long that Mary missed her next appointment, but through all of their
excited conversation, her mind revolved the wondrous realisation that Australia was home. She felt
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a little dazed as she left, at the invisible revolution she’d just discovered inside herself. She  was
happy she’d come, but she was even happier that she’d recognized Australia for what it was–the
place  in  which  she  now  belonged.  There  were  her  business  associates,  her  children  and
grandchildren. Although she’d never be entirely free of the taint of her conviction, she’d seen that
the same contagion clung to her here.
When she arrived at her lodgings she found a letter from Celia and Eliza, who were sick and
miserable, and hated the cold. She chuckled–it was only autumn! That decided it. She’d take them
back. Back home.
Standing at the gunwale of the Mariner as Lands’ End disappeared, Mary breathed in deeply. She
was going home. She revelled in the luxury of the voyage–dining with the Captain, and the efforts
of the crew to ensure that she and the girls were comfortable. She sat sewing in the soft sunshine on
deck, the first morning at sea, and could hardly remember being on the quarterdeck with Sarah,
listening to Gunner Thompson. She was eager to see her children and grandchildren, and to hear the
Colony’s news. She laughed aloud, startling a passing midshipman. She knew what she would write
on the next Muster, when the time came–
                                                    “Arrived free, on the Mariner.”
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Writing Molly
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Preface
This document is not a straightforward exegesis of my novella, Molly Haydock, if that term is taken
to mean a stepping outside of the work to examine it impersonally. It is, rather, an essay after the
sense in which Montaigne first used the French term essayer, meaning “to try” or “to test.” In parts
of  this  exegetical  component  I  test  or  weigh  ideas  inherent  to  researching  and  writing  Molly
Haydock against my experience of the relevant categories (of descendant and Australian woman),
and vice versa. Exegesis is (ideally) impartial. However, the processes of researching and writing
Molly Haydock were intensely personal, about which this essay is intentionally transparent. It is
therefore a “personal essay,” understood as “a site of negotiation between the individual and the
collective,  the  specific  and  universal”  (Savage  3).  Although  not,  strictly  speaking,  an
autoethnographic piece, the exegesis adopts elements of that discipline to critically explore some
facets  of  our  culture  from  the  perspective  of  personal  experience (Boylorn  et  al. 10).
Autoethnography  is  predicated  on  the  subjectivity  of  culture,  and  bridges  the  gap  between
sometimes contradictory cultural theory and personal experience; this approach encourages readers
to interrogate their  own experiences and perceptions  in relation to  what  they are reading (ibid.
13,15). Writing  Molly  analyses  academic notions  of  the  cultural  legacy of  experiences  such as
Reibey’s from my specific perspective as a descendant of Reibey’s, within the collectives ‘women’
and  ‘Australians.’ Curiosity  about  Reibey’s cultural  legacy, as  well  as  the  need  to  understand
Reibey’s historical  context,  led  to  an  examination  of  the  allegation  of  maternal  dominance  in
Australian families–known as matriduxy–and the possible causes of this phenomenon. Finally, it
addresses historical representations of First Peoples in Australia, and argues for a transformation of
contemporary perceptions of First Peoples, in historical fiction and in social and political discourse.
Note: the MLA style of in-text citation is used in this exegesis.
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1 Introduction
Fragments  of  Mary  Reibey’s  story  are  scattered  throughout  contemporary  Australian  culture.
Reibey’s first  known letter,  written  when  she  was  fifteen  and  on board  a  convict  transport  in
October, 1792, was included in the State Library of New South Wales’ 2013 ‘treasures to the Bush’
traveling exhibit, and in its 2016/17 ‘FAR Out!’ tour of schools.1 At least one novel, a biography,
and some children’s history books have focussed on Reibey as their  subject.2 Reiby Place,  off
Macquarie  Place in  Sydney’s CBD, marks the site  of “Entally  House,”  Reibey’s former home,
which she leased to Australia’s first bank at its inception–The Bank of New South Wales (now
Westpac).
Reibey’s name continues to be linked to causes that aim to inspire women in business, or as leaders.
The  Reibey  Institute,  a  non-profit  research  centre  founded  in  2010  to  provide  information  on
women in leadership, is named after her. Reibey’s face appears in thousands of transactions across
the country every day, on the obverse of the twenty dollar note. In my family and those of other
Reibey descendants, stories about her are retold now and then.
In 2016, Sydney University added Reibey’s name to their Bradfield Sydney Honour Roll, which
“recognises  the  contribution  of  Sydney  visionaries  and  commemorates  individuals  who  have
contributed significantly to the city and its way of life” (Campbell). Addressing those present at the
Honour Roll ceremony, the spokesperson emphasised the University’s commitment to “promoting
women in leadership and inspiring new generations of female leaders,”  and acknowledged that
“Mary Reibey remains an inspiring and relevant role model for our students today” (Campbell).
1 A transcript of this letter is reproduced in Irvine’s Dear Cousin, p.13.
2 These include Kathleen Pullen’s Mary Reibey: From Convict to First Lady of Trade; Catherine Gaskin’s Sara 
Dane; Nance Irvine’s Mary Reibey–Molly Incognita: Emancipist Extraordinaire; Allan Drummond’s Mary Reibey; 
and Diana Marlay Cole’s Mary Reibey.
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Nevertheless,  Reibey’s potential  as  a  role  model–as  recognised  by  Sydney  University  and  the
Reibey Institute–has been somewhat limited by the failure, to date, to tell her story in a sufficiently
engaging and relevant manner.
In researching Reibey I have discovered many details of her life that had remained hidden until
now. These include the timing of her exposure as a girl during her imprisonment in Stafford in 1791
under the alias, James Burrows; and a new approximate date of death for her mother (May 1787),
who was previously believed to have died during Reibey’s infancy at an unspecified date several
years before 1787 (Irvine, Reibey 3); Reibey was also held (for an as-yet unknown period of time)
in Newgate Prison in London. A myriad of details from the historical record concerning Reibey and
her Indigenous and European contemporaries has been synthesised to write a better-informed and
more  comprehensive  fictional  treatment  of  Reibey’s life  to  date;  one that  may make her  more
accessible as a role model to Australian girls and women. 
This chapter records the principal known facts of Reibey’s life and explores her significance to my
family and more specifically to me: as a descendant, as a woman, and as an Australian. It weighs
the potential advantages of recounting Reibey’s story as historical fiction against those of a non-
fictional  historical  treatment,  and makes  the  case  that  fiction  offers  readers  the  opportunity  to
vicariously experience being other in a way that non-fiction does not3.  Following historian and
historical novelist Richard Slotkin, I consider the possibility that historical fiction can function as
thought experiments do in other fields, such as physics. I conclude by examining the existing works
of romantic fiction connected with Reibey and analyse the limitations of romance as a genre, thus
identifying the space the existing novels leave for a different telling of Reibey’s story. 
3 Note that ‘speculative biography’ is another possible way of describing the genre of Molly Haydock.
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The second chapter indirectly addresses the fact that one woman’s success in the colony cannot
negate  the  overwhelming  evidence  that  colonial  women  faced  huge  social  and  financial
disadvantages. It asks whether the experiences of women in leadership, such as Reibey’s, might
have contributed to one particular modern phenomenon concerning Australian women–matriduxy,
or maternal dominance in Australian families. In addressing this question, it surveys the history of
the representation of women in Australian history, and attempts to trace the colonial  origins of
matriduxy–in  part  via  a  discussion  of  a  realist  text  from an intermediate  era  (i.e.  between the
colonial  and  the  modern):  Christina  Stead’s  The  Man  Who  Loved  Children.  Although  the
consideration of matriduxy began as a question about whether the experiences of strong women
such as Reibey had contributed to the development of matriduxy, it finds that cultural influences
such as the British Imperialist avowal of masochism are more influential in this regard than the
experiences of any particular individuals.
The third chapter identifies some of the quandaries involved in taking material from the historical
record to create a fictional narrative of an historical person’s life.  In doing so,  it  examines the
controversy surrounding Kate Grenville’s The Secret River (hereafter TSR).
The final chapter examines some of the complex issues that arise when an Anglo Australian is
writing a  story that  is  inextricably tangled with colonisation and the dispossession of  the First
Nations Peoples. It concludes by highlighting the limitations inherent to such a project, and argues
for the need for further historical fictional treatments depicting the courage and resilience of First
Nations people in that era.
Molly who?
Mary Reibey was born Molly Haydock in Bury, Lancashire, on 12 May, 1777. Her father died two
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years later (Irvine, Reibey 3), and her mother died when Haydock was ten. It appears that Haydock
was being raised by her grandmother before her mother’s death, and this continued until she died in
about 1791, when Haydock was thirteen or fourteen. After her grandmother’s death, Haydock was
sent into service by relatives, presumably to work as a maid (23). In that era, it was common for
middle-class girls to be sent into service for training in domestic skills, so it seems that this action
by Haydock’s uncles and aunts was neither patently cruel nor necessarily an indication of poverty.4
In June 1791, Haydock deserted her situation and, dressed as a boy, began calling herself James
Burrow. It was under this name that she was arrested and tried for horse theft in August 1791, and
was sentenced to be hanged. A petition for royal mercy which was organised by one of her uncles
makes no mention of an official offer (referred to in the response to the petition) to release Haydock
into the care of her family on the condition that they pay a bond for her good behaviour (Irvine,
Reibey 134-5). This seems to suggest that while family members were concerned enough about her
fate to organise the petition, they were unwilling (or felt unable) to guarantee her good behaviour.
Weeks after the petition was received, royal clemency was confirmed, and James Burrow’s death
sentence was commuted to transportation (135-6). 
In  a  newly-discovered  newspaper  account  which  is  discussed further  in  the  third  chapter, it  is
revealed that James Burrow declared herself–or was discovered to be–a girl, in early September,
1791. Thereafter she appears in the official records as Mary Haydock, who was transported to New
South Wales the following year on the convict transport the  Royal Admiral, with forty-six other
female and 289 male convicts, which sailed from Gravesend, England on 27 April, 1792 (Irvine,
Reibey 28, 37, 38). According to the family story, after her arrival in Sydney Harbour, New South
Wales, on 7 October, 1792, she went to work for Lieutenant-Governor Major Grose at Rose Hill
(Parramatta), as a nursemaid, a position she possibly secured because she was literate. There is no
further record of Haydock until 1 September, 1794, when she married a merchant ship’s officer,
4 I am grateful to historian Carol Liston for this insight.
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Thomas Reibey (50, 52). No record of a pardon for Haydock has been found. The Reibeys grew
grain on the thirty acres Thomas was granted on the Hawkesbury (58). They established several
successful shipping and trading ventures over time (65). After an illness lasting several months
Thomas Reibey died in 1811, and his business partner, Edward Wills, died a month later (55, 74-5). 
On their deaths, Reibey, who turned thirty-four that year, was left with several business concerns to
oversee,  and  seven  children  aged  one  to  fifteen  to  support.  Rather  than  sell  up,  or  take  a
conservative  approach  to  business  management,  she  actively  expanded  her  interests  and  was
eventually instrumental in multiple building projects in Sydney (Walsh). Her success in business led
to her being consulted by colonial authorities on colonial industry and trade policy (Salmon), and
being able to afford to travel back to England with two of her daughters in 1820. In 1821, she
returned to the colony, and eventually handed the management of her assets on to her children and
grandchildren so that she could focus her energies  on philanthropic endeavours (Irvine,  Reibey
83,109; Walsh). She was pre-deceased by five of her seven children (Irvine, Reibey 138-58). 
As a descendant
An examination of the forces that shaped the lives of our predecessors has the potential to inform,
deepen, or even transform our understanding of the effects those forces continue to have in our
society. In her novel, Possession: A Romance, the British author, A.S.Byatt, has an erudite character
write,
I myself, with the aid of the imagination, have worked a little in that line, have ventriloquised,
have lent my voice to, and mixt my life with, those past voices and lives whose resuscitation in
our own lives as warnings, as examples, as the life of the past persisting in us, is the business of
every thinking man and woman (emphasis in original, 116)
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A corollary of this point–that is, that valuable insights into the present can be gleaned from a study
of the past–is made by historical novelist, Hilary Mantel. She argues that “to try to engage with the
present without engaging with the past is to live like a dog or cat rather than a human being; it is to
bob along on the waters  of egotism,  solipsism and ignorance” (“Booker  Winner”).  That  is,  the
solipsism of ignoring the past robs us of valuable insights into our present. Researching Reibey’s
life and era is an attempt to grapple with “the life of the past persisting in us” referred to by Byatt.
Before proceeding, it is necessary to note that I am conscious of the potential conflict of interest
inherent to this project: the research into and promotion of Reibey’s story by one of her descendants
is  open  to  an  interpretation  of  self-promotion.  Rather  than  pretend  to  the  objectivity  of  the
traditional  researcher,  I  make my subjectivity  explicit,  in  the  hope that  this  enables  readers  to
properly weigh my (inevitable) vested interest. This work draws on elements of autoethnographic
practice, in that it explores the interplay of a personally-engaged self with cultural and historical
beliefs,  teachings  and  practices  (Boylorn  et  al. 10). By  foregrounding  my  subjectivity  as  a
researcher, I make transparent my intimate connection with Reibey’s story. While not attempting to
conform to the artificially-constructed traditional academic binary of researcher and researched, this
work retains a critical engagement with academic theory.
The  Reibey undercurrent  that  flows  through my family  derives  from a  vital  awareness  of  our
organic connection to Mary and (to a lesser extent) Thomas Reibey. As a child, I heard stories of
Mary Reibey–the only name by which we knew the person christened Molly Haydock–from my
mother  and maternal  grandmother. Grandma was  related  to  Reibey only  by marriage,  but  was
fascinated by her story, and volubly proud of her children’s and grandchildren’s descent from her.
This immersion in Reibey legends since childhood has sustained an imperative to seek out her story,
and identify the traces of her life and culture that persist in Australian society. 
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On one level, Reibey’s story is important to me simply because she is my ancestor. Not that a
person needs  to  be  descended  from Reibey  to  find  her  story  intriguing,  but  there  is  a  certain
fascination in the thought that some of the genetic material that makes my heart beat also made hers
beat. As a child I liked the idea that an ancestor of mine had been in Australia almost since the first
English people settled in that mythical prelude to modern Australia–Botany Bay. (I didn’t know,
then, that Botany Bay had been almost immediately abandoned in favour of Port Jackson by Arthur
Phillip as the site for the first settlement.) I wanted to know: What was life really like for her? What
did she feel? What did she hear? What did she see? What did she smell? What did she know? While
my  imaginative  connection  to  Reibey’s  story  was  initiated  by  the  family  connection,  my
imaginative connection with Reibey is key to me as a writer. 
A guiding  question  of  this  essay  is,  therefore:  What  imprint  has  Reibey’s life  and that  of  her
generation of colonial women left on contemporary Australian culture? The impact of Reibey’s life
resembles ripples in a pond, with those closest to the centre–the personal–being greater than the
more  subtle  and far-reaching effects  on the  wider  Australian culture.  Some personal  traces  are
explicit and perhaps superficial: for example, all three of my younger brothers were given Reibey as
a  middle  name.  During  my lifetime my uncles  inherited  (and promptly  sold)  the  last  piece  of
Reibey’s property still owned by my maternal grandfather–a farm on the Shoalhaven–so there is
now very little obvious material connection between her life and that of my family, although there
are Reibey descendants still working a farm on the Shoalhaven that once belonged to Reibey. The
question of the legacy of the founding generation of Europeans Reibey belonged to is addressed
more fully in Chapter Two.
My grandfather  was born in  1907, fewer than forty years after  the last  convict ship arrived in
Western Australia in 1868, when convict descent was still a potent source of shame (Hughes 143).
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He was taught  by his mother  (who was not descended from Reibey) not to  talk about Reibey,
presumably to hide the criminal taint then commonly associated with convict ancestry. He did not
seem to be ashamed of Reibey’s convict past,  himself, but he honoured his mother’s desire for
silence about his transgressing ancestor. Fortunately, he did not try to stop my grandmother from
talking about her. It seems ironic that my grandmother’s connection–by marriage to a descendant
rather than direct lineage–has helped preserve Reibey’s name and story for our family.
Despite  my great-grandmother’s sensitivity  concerning  the  taintedness  of  her  husband’s family
background, my grandfather was always known as “Ray”–from Reibey, his second given name.
While convict descent may be celebrated today, a tinge of its former shame still lingers, particularly
in our history books and in assumptions about its intergenerational legacy. For example, in Manning
Clark’s statement that modern Australia developed from “unpromising human material” (113), and
Churchill’s remark on our ‘bad stock’ during the second world war (Best 107). Even today, when
negative  attitudes  within  Australia  towards  convict  ancestry  have  almost  uniformly  been
transformed into pride in our ancestors’ survival of adversity, reminders of ‘the taint’ still surface. A
recent example occurred during the 2016 Olympics, when Chinese media claimed that Australia’s
“early history as Britain’s offshore prison” meant that “no one should be surprised at uncivilised
acts emanating from” it (“Rio 2016”).
During  my  childhood,  family  oral  tradition  was  the  only  source  of  information  about  Reibey
available to me, along with a few newspaper articles my grandmother had saved–mostly about the
sale of former Reibey properties (the documentation of familial demise). We lived far from Sydney,
and when I first visited the city on a school excursion at the age of fourteen, I had no opportunity to
connect concrete places with any of the stories I had heard. Reibey remained a semi-mythical entity
in my imagination. Nor was I attracted to the rags to riches aspect of her story, perhaps because we
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were not wealthy, and perhaps because anti-materialism and alternative lifestyles were pervasive in
the rural areas in which I grew up. 
When I moved to Sydney at seventeen, I thought of myself as a child of the north–an alien in this
strange southern city. Yet that was when Reibey, who had known Sydney almost since its founding,
began to haunt my psyche more persistently, as I encountered places where she had lived and which
she had helped shape. My ambivalence notwithstanding, Reibey’s story was inescapably a part of
me, and as I learned my way around Sydney I began to wonder, almost despite myself, what it had
looked like when she was living there.
My family’s uninformed awareness of Mary Reibey’s life was transformed by a Reibey family
reunion in 1992, that marked the bicentennial of Reibey’s arrival in New South Wales. Through the
organiser of this reunion, Mrs Pat Pickering, we learned of the publication ten years previously of
Nance Irvine’s biography:  Mary Reibey–Molly Incognita: Emancipist Extraordinaire. Reading it,
Reibey’s story moved from semi-myth into historical fact. However, I was not attracted by what I
learned about her. What did she have to do with me, really? What effect had her existence had on
mine? And why did it (or should it) matter? Of course, there was a genetic link. But even that
seemed tenuous. Just 1/32nd of my genetic material could (theoretically) be traced to Mary Reibey.
That’s 3.125 per cent. Even assuming the (questionable) reliability of the genealogy, I was a whole
lot more not of her than of her. What about all those other people I was descended from? It seemed
somehow unfaithful or rude to them to pay so much attention to this one particular ancestor. Did we
only remember her because of her financial success? If so, what did that say about us and about our
values? Was money the best measure of a person’s achievements?
138
I was puzzled by my ambivalence. Was I actually afraid of the convict taint, myself? I doubted that,
since  I  had  never  minded my mother  and grandmother  telling  people  about  our  connection  to
Reibey. Or was I being judgemental? Did I think it was unjust that someone who had broken the
law should prosper? Again, I doubted it, but my ambivalence must come from somewhere. I now
suspect that I failed to engage imaginatively with Reibey’s story because I was repelled by my
somewhat dutiful reading of the fiction ostensibly about her, which will be discussed below. 
Over time I became increasingly aware of the unstoried void surrounding Reibey’s life.  Grenville
rejoices in the “great privilege of writing fiction,” which is “to enter other worlds and invite readers
in” (Maral). Likewise, I desired to share what I was learning about Reibey and her times, and my
first imagined audience for a book about her was my children. I have educated various subsets of
the five of them at home for the last twenty-three years, using a system called a “literature-based”
curriculum.  The  vast  majority  of  their  learning  is  done  through  reading  or  hearing  works  of
literature.  Maths and the sciences are studied in more traditional  ways,  through text-books and
experiments,  but  history  is  the  central  subject  of  the  curriculum,  and  wherever  possible  the
historical events the children are studying are reinforced by reading relevant fiction and or non-
fictional accounts of them. 
Through  this  curriculum I  became aware  of  the  vast  richness  of  historical  fiction  available  to
Americans, in contrast with the relative paucity of Australian historical fiction. North American
literature abounds with novels overflowing with authentic historical detail, through which readers
can vicariously experience lives and events significant to their national heritage. I was enchanted as
I  read to  my children deeply captivating books such as  Esther  Forbes’  Johnny Tremain,  which
twines the fictional protagonist’s story with the recorded events of the Boston Tea Party. In my
youth in Australia in the eighties I had very little awareness of any Australian historical novels of a
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similar calibre. The number of Australian works in this genre has grown in recent years, thanks to
authors such as Grenville, but there was still  no resource through which I would want to share
Reibey’s story with my children. I found the legends that had grown up around the memory of
Reibey unsatisfying, vague and impersonal. In contrast, I wanted to offer a glimpse of what her life
might have been like, and what she might have felt, without straying (further than necessary, given
the narrative demands of fiction) from the known record of her life and era.  I felt I was well-
positioned for this task–by ancestry, by curiosity, and by opportunity.
Perhaps having children gave me a sense of my responsibility to link the generation after mine with
those that preceded mine. Concerning ancestors, Miriam Dixson argues: 
It  is  not  just  that,  if  I  belong to  the  Anglo-Celtic  core  culture,  my actual  forefathers  and
mothers,  their  unending labour, their  generous virtues and grievous defects,  their  joys  and
miseries, provide the conditions for my being. It is not just that my very life presupposes and
builds on theirs. However deeply I might resent and however endlessly I might struggle with
some of their legacies, I also pay homage to them for so many things, not least for making that
building possible. (Imaginary Australian 92-3)
Dixson highlights the causal connection between our lives and the lives of those who came before
us. By engaging with the origins of the mixed legacies they have left us, we can discover clues to
solving some of the tangled consequences of their beliefs, decisions and habits. Despite my unease
over aspects of Reibey’s story, I have come to feel that the homage I owe her for my life and its
Australian privileges is to discover and tell her story as well as I am able. Since Reibey was a
woman, her story has a special resonance for Australian women today.
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As a woman
In her history, The Colony, published in 2009, Grace Karskens records that:
women in Sydney enjoyed legal rights unknown to their married sisters in England, who were,
in the eyes of the law, one person with their husband … Men of all ranks seem to have been
resentful of this reversal of the ‘natural’ gender order of female dependence and subservience.
Perhaps this resentment partly explains why they, to a man, wrote condemnatory descriptions
of convict women and their colonial situation. (329)
It is tempting for a contemporary feminist to focus on women’s remaining inequalities with men. It
therefore  gives  one  pause  to  learn  that  (at  least  in  Australia)  the  circumstances  for  women in
colonial days were better than in their countries of origin. The condemnation of convict women in
all extant male descriptions of them is an aspect of the historical record that must be interrogated in
relation to the life of a convict woman (this issue is pursued in the second chapter). Did Reibey’s
early masquerade as a boy render her less vulnerable to colonial attitudes towards female convicts?
Is it possible that these two aspects of her experience–being a convict and having lived a short time
disguised as a boy–freed Reibey to behave in an assertive way, and one that was outside normal
societal expectations? 
In her will, Reibey provided for the education of her grandchildren, specifically stating that this
provision  pertained to  both girls  and boys.5 The will  also stipulated that  the  property  she was
leaving to her daughters belonged to her daughters, not (as was usual) to their husbands. From this
we know that Reibey was not only fully aware of the potential for financial exploitation of women
by their husbands, but that she had the courage to go against the norms of her time to try to prevent
such exploitation.
5 Reibey M, will, State Records of New South Wales, NRS 13660 Series 1, #3279
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Women have been the custodians of the stories that keep my family aware of our connection with
Reibey. First, my maternal grandmother, who told me (and my siblings and cousins, and anyone
else who would listen) stories about Reibey. Then, my mother, who bought individual copies of
books about  Reibey for  various  family members;  made considerable efforts  to  attend a  Reibey
family reunion hundreds of kilometres from home with her dependent children; and encouraged
those of us who were older to attend. The biography and novels connected with Reibey were written
by women, the latter arguably for women (a claim I explore below).
As Sydney University has recognised by adding Reibey to their  Bradfield Sydney Honour Roll,
Reibey’s accomplishments deserve to be celebrated as the improbable achievements of a woman in
the  very  uneven business  environment  of  the first  half  of  the  nineteenth century, a  time when
women were often considered ill-equipped–if not incapable–of handling public matters (Campbell).
As a woman, I desire my daughters and nieces and their generation of women to have positive role
models, in life and in fiction. Part of the importance of having role models is “to help both genders
change their cognitive schema of what is possible;” conversely, a lack of female role models has
been cited as the second-largest barrier to female career success (Sealy and Singh 296). Reibey’s
experience is the story of a woman achieving great things despite an onslaught of obstacles and
disadvantages,  including the double  social  disapprobation  she  attracted  in  colonial  society as  a
woman and an emancipist.
As an Australian
As an Anglo Australian I am aware that one aspect of the significance of Reibey’s story is largely
outside my experience. For people of the First Nations, stories like  Molly Haydock mark a great
divide:  they  flag  the  disruption  of  traditional  ways  of  life–and  the  beginning  of  cultural
dispossession.  Since I  am a non-Indigenous Australian,  it  could  be argued that  any indigenous
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aspect of Reibey’s story is not mine to tell. I acknowledge the truth of this. However, it has also
been  argued  that  when  white  Australians  tell  settler  stories  without  any  Aboriginal  voices  or
viewpoints, their stories perpetuate the silence that has been enforced on the First Nations by most
of us who came later (Healy 484). Inga Clendinnen argues that “Australian Aborigines have never
belonged to  [Australian  history],  because  there  is  no  easy  way to  fit  them into  a  triumphalist
narrative.  Serious  history  subverts  such  covert  exclusivism,  as  it  subverts  other  strategic
deformations of  ‘what happened’ ” (“The History Question” 61). Although  Molly Haydock is not
“serious  history,”  but  a  work  of  fiction,  I  do  not  want  to  contribute–even  in  that  genre–to  a
triumphalist  narrative.  The  issues  of  indigeneity  raised  by  writing  Molly  Haydock  are  further
explored in the fourth chapter.
Defining Australian identity is a fraught endeavour. Dixson notes that poststructuralist rejections of
totalising theories, rooted in Lacan’s condemnation of totalising theory–which Lacan sees as the
products of distorting relics of a phase of early mental development, called the “mirror stage”–
discredit any attempt to “find” an Australian identity (Imaginary Australian  90). While it may be
true that no such thing as a definitive Australian identity exists, perhaps it is useful to think of our
national  identity  as  something  like  a  gene  pool.  Like  siblings,  we  each  have  some  of  the
characteristics from the gene pool, but none of us has all of them. This way of conceptualising
Australian identity moves away from the flaws of totalising theories, while still allowing that some
common charateristics may be found.
Regardless of the great diversity in the ethnic heritage of Australians, by virtue of our citizenship
we all share certain things: we are all members of a remarkably peaceful modern society that had its
origins in the invasion and occupation of this land by the British in 1788. Indigenous journalist Stan
Grant describes Australia as “rich and prosperous and cohesive, tolerant … the most successful
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example of a multicultural country in the world [but which] still leaves unresolved question[s] of
the First People” (“Constitutional reform”). It seems obvious–but is still worth stating–that all of us,
with  the  notable  exception  of  the  original  inhabitants  of  this  land,  have  (to  varying  extents)
benefitted more than we have lost by that invasion. 
The existing books about Reibey (fiction and non-fiction) make almost no mention of the First
Peoples. One facet of this story’s importance to me is the need to redress–in a very small way–the
lack of recognition of what modern Australia has cost (and continues to cost) the First Nations of
Australia. Grenville argues that “until we go back and retell our stories and put the shadows in we
won’t grow up as a society” (Wyndham 20). That is, we cannot attain a mature understanding of
ourselves as a nation until we acknowledge the wrongs in our collective past, and our stories need to
reflect this acknowledgement. The deepest shadows of Reibey’s story are cast by the fact that her
enrichment came at the expense of those whose country and potential resources she “owned.” Molly
Haydock is an attempt to accurately set Reibey’s story in its proper context of the dispossession of
the First Nations peoples.
Like  Grenville,  Dixson  also  claims  that  “there  has  been  too  little  serious  attempt  to  integrate
underside phenomena with the positive aspects of the Australian experience” (Imaginary Australian
87). This is certainly true of the extant fictional and non-fictional treatments of Reibey’s life, which
barely mention the people who were already living in this continent when the First Fleet landed.
Concerning the lack of integration of “underside phenomena,” Clendinnen feels  “a connection to
the  country  and  to  what  has  happened  here,  which  manifests  as  an  intensifying  impulse  to
acknowledge past and present injustices, and to attempt restitution” (“The History Question” 46).
Through researching  Molly Haydock I have gained awareness of the necessity of acknowledging
this suffering and injustice, which is therefore an integral part of my own project, as is celebrating
the resistance and resilience of the First Nations. 
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The paucity of recorded Reibey family interactions with the original custodians, and the novel’s
primary  focus  on  the  narrative  shape  of  Reibey’s  life,  however,  leave  little  room  for  a  deep
treatment of these issues (rendering them contextualising rather than thematic). Nevertheless, they
are a profoundly significant part of Reibey’s experience that has been almost completely ignored in
relevant previous works about her. Dixson argues that an “effort to balance the race story … will
certainly energise the whole project of reparation” (Imaginary Australian  89). In the context of
writing Reibey’s story, I assume that the admonition to  “balance the race story” entails depicting
contemporaneous First Nations people and some of their  actions and experiences. By including
plausible encounters with–and depicting my characters’ awareness of–First Nations people, I aim to
contribute to a different way of thinking about this part of our national story, compared with the
silencing of this part of the colonial encounter. Australian literature can only be enriched by works
of fiction that echo Clendinnen’s achievement in her non-fictional Dancing with Strangers–in which
she  examines  and  recognises  the  profound  success  of  the  First  Nations,  who  lived  in  greater
harmony with the Australian environment than any of us do today, and adapted to the arrival of the
settlers with greater intelligence and wisdom than is usually acknowledged.
Another facet of the significance of Reibey’s story to a contemporary Australian is in the reaction of
her generation of involuntary settlers to the startlingly strange environment they encountered in
New South Wales. Seeing features of the landscape through the eyes of some of the earliest settlers
can deepen our appreciation of its uniqueness and its effect on our daily lives, work habits, and
opportunities. One of the goals of this endeavour has been to emulate the task set by T.S.Eliot in his
poem, “Little Gidding”:
We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
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Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time (part V, stanza 3)
The desire to “know the place for the first time” has sparked an examination of my own relationship
to the Australian environment in my writing. In this, I follow Grenville’s example of the process of
writing TSR, which is based on the life of her convict ancestor:
The journey of writing involved me in a profound re-examination and re-experiencing of what
it  might  mean  to  be  an  Australian,  and  what  kinds  of  issues  are  raised  by  the  idea  of
“belonging” here … I grew up in the city but with a sense of the bush as the real Australia. I
loved the bush–childhood, adolescence, young adulthood was a lot of going to the bush for
picnics, holidays, fishing, canoeing, all that … I liked to go barefoot in the bush and with as
few clothes as possible. Took some pride in the feeling that I knew the land, could live off it to
some small extent, felt at home in it, trusted it not to cut my feet or scratch my skin. I felt a
deep bond and love for it … I think it’s a pretty common experience of growing up into an
identity of being Australian … It’s easy to see why. As “native-born” Australians, we’ve got
nowhere else to call home. If we don’t belong here, we don’t belong anywhere. (“Unsettling
the Settler”)
Although  Grenville’s  experience  may  be  common,  it  differs  from  my  own  because,  unlike
Grenville, I grew up in rural areas–the first decade of my life in far north Queensland, and then in
northern New South Wales. Like her, though, spending time in the bush was one of my favourite
activities and I, too, felt a “deep bond and love for it.” However, I have never felt the unambiguous
sense of belonging to the land described by Grenville. Perhaps this is because I grew up in the
1970s and 1980s–a generation later than Grenville. This was still pre-Mabo and the Culture wars,
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but  with the  passing  of  the  Aboriginal  Land Rights  Act  in  the  Northern  Territory  in  1976,  an
incipient  popular  awareness  of  the impact  of  the  arrival  of  whites  on Australia’s First  Nations
peoples was already disrupting popular acceptance of whites’ rights to claim that Australia was
unambiguously ‘terra nullius.’
Growing up, I puzzled over what it  meant to be Australian.  One factor that contributed to this
mystification was the ethnic make-up of my first home town–Mareeba.  A large minority of the
population was Italian, and it also had a significant First Nations population. On the very short
street where we lived, our neighbours were born in Albania, Denmark, and Poland. At my first
school I was taught by nuns born in Ireland. It was clear that these immigrants did not belong in
Australia in the same way that the Indigenous people in our town did. And since I knew that I was
descended from people who came to Australia from England, Ireland and Scotland, I felt–despite
the length of time my ancestors had been here–that my family clearly belonged in the same category
of “new Australians” as the more recent immigrants I knew, and not in the category of “original
Australians” that I perceived the First Nations people of Mareeba to belong to. 
In addition to this sense of having genetic roots, ultimately, in England, the life of concrete things
was diminished in my mind by the life I lived vicariously, through reading. This was partly a result
of an introverted temperament, but also due to poor physical coordination, which made school-
enforced sporting activities a source of endless misery. Australia is a sporting nation, and as a non-
sportsperson I was painfully aware that I was not a typical Australian. Reading provided a refuge
from not fitting into this national stereotype.
The strong cultural influence of England that permeated the books of my childhood lay uneasily
alongside the reality of my physical environment. To me, although it would be years before I was
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able to verbalise this, the world seemed dislocated. Despite her love of the bush, Grenville describes
a similar discord: “The cultural landscape of my generation was almost wholly British. It made for
an awkward lack of fit between the cultural landscape–so vividly real in your head–and the one
outside the window” (Searching for the Secret River, hereafter SSR 29). When we were children, my
mother read my siblings and me dozens of books by Enid Blyton. Later, I read English classics such
as  Jane Eyre and  The Hobbit, and knew very few Australian authors until my mid teens or later.
There was I, climbing our mango tree, surrounded by red dirt and steamy heat and playing in the
warm monsoon rain and mud, feeling closer in spirit to people in books from a cold place neither I
nor my parents had ever seen, than I did to many of the people who lived in the same town. The
proliferation of children’s books by Australian authors in the intervening decades has doubtless
largely addressed this problem, but there remains a need for fiction for children and young adults
that addresses our culture’s injustice to and ignorance of First Nations people.
While our family possessed several children’s books that retold stories from the Dreaming, I saw no
any connection between the world of these stories and the social world I inhabited. I loved the
mystical connections these ancient stories made with the land, but it seemed as if there was no place
in them for people like me. Reading them, I sensed that my family, and others like us who were
non-Indigenous, were interlopers.
In adolescence, I read Eleanor Dark’s The Timeless Land, Jeannie Gunn’s We of the Never Never,
and Marcus Clarke’s For the Term of his Natural Life. These novels intensified my sense that as a
white person I did not belong in Australia in anything like the way an Indigenous person did. As a
result,  there  was  an  almost  total  disconnect  between  my  mental  landscape  and  the  physical
landscapes I inhabited. Despite my guarded love of the bush, I felt I was an outsider in it, too. Even
my freckles  told  me  that  I  did  not  belong  in  Australia.  My deep  sense  of  being  English  was
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reinforced (or created) by the stories I was told about my English ancestor, Mary Reibey. The sense
of exile that most–if not all–convicts experienced, was perpetuated in my psyche, particularly as a
child. As Stead has argued, the gloominess of Clarke’s For the Term of His Natural Life pervades,
or used to pervade, the Anglo Australian world view (Selected 220). This was certainly true for me,
although it may not be true for many Australians today. 
While Grenville speaks of trusting the land not to cut her feet or scratch her skin, I had no such
sense of complacency (in the old-fashioned sense of “tranquil pleasure”). For me, the bush was a
dangerous place that had to be explored with caution. Venomous snakes lurked in the back yard and
green  ants  with  fierce  stings  infested  the  lawn.  Magpies  dive-bombed,  wasps  and blue  bottles
stung–although at least they couldn’t kill you, like the box jellyfish that had kept us out of the ocean
in summer in far north Queensland. This sense of the hostility of the Australian bush was magnified
when I worked in a cattle mustering camp on the Cape York Peninsula in my late teens, where I
became more aware of how hostile  and alien Australia  may have appeard to the early settlers.
Although I  loved the  bush,  I  could  never  think  of  it  as  homey or  hospitable.  It  was  thrilling,
beautiful, and full of wonders–but also of dangers.
Carol Siegel suggests that being an exile is the “quintessential modernist position ... removed from
the past but not cut off from it: looking back, vacillating between longing and repulsion, alienated
from but contemplating something that was or could have been home” (50). While a “looking back”
(to England) dominated my early years, my puzzlement about what it meant to be Australian was
perpetuated into adulthood, when I lived several years in various places in Africa and South East
Asia. My (postmodern) exile resulted in much more longing than repulsion. Away from Australia, I
finally saw that it was my home in a way that England never could be. In contrast with my earlier
sense  of  affinity  with  Englishness,  this  new sense  of  distinctly  un-English  Australianness  was
consolidated  when,  in  my  twenties,  I  described  myself  as  a  native  speaker  of  English  to  a
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Cambridge-educated Englishman, who laughed and told me I was by no means a native speaker of
English.  I  realised  that  in  his  eyes  there  was  nothing  English  about  me.  Even  my  speech–
purportedly the same mother tongue as his–was not truly English, as far as he was concerned.
Dixson  is  unconvinced  by  the  claims  of  various  Australian  public  intellectuals,  journalists,
novelists, poets, scholars and politicians, that Australians have a weak sense of national identity. For
example, in Imaginary Australian, she quotes Donald Horne’s claim that he has “always said there
is no real Australian identity” (80). For Dixson, however, “the weak identity case is flawed … [and]
must  remain  on  the  cusp  between  the  speculative  and  the  probable”  (80-81).  She  argues  that
although Australian identity is ill-defined, it is not weak, and in fact it “scores well” in terms of its
“workable  coherence”  (80).  Arguably,  the  relatively  peaceful  coexistence  of  our  multicultural
population demonstrates this “workable coherence.” Considering the ethnic diversity of the places
in which I grew up, my (former) strong sense of Englishness is somewhat puzzling. Researching
Reibey and her era has enabled me to perceive how an English worldview came to dominate my
childhood cultural understanding of myself and my Australian surroundings. For me, her story of a
life in exile has become a bridge, mending the cultural dislocation that existed in me.
In  order  to  foster  an  Australian  sense  of  connection  with  the  wider  world  (that  is,  to  reduce
parochialism),  Clendinnen  recommends  nationwide  use  of  a  time-line  incorporating  major
international events to give school students a sense of the inter-relation (or not) of events here and
elsewhere (“The History Question” 61). She offers the example of Governor Phillip, fighting for the
survival  of  the  colony, not  hearing  of  the  French  Revolution  until  long  after  it  occurred;  this
communicates some awareness of “the terrifying isolation in which Phillip was making his grand
experiment  in  inter-cultural  harmony”  (Clendinnen,  “The  History  Question”  61).  Giving  some
notion of the historical context of Reibey’s story within the novella Molly Haydock is important to
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me because I subscribe to Clendinnen’s view that a broader historical perspective enriches and
reinforces our understanding of our own history, and reduces the parochial telescoping of our view
of our national story.
An unexpected development of the significance of Reibey’s story to me has been the transformation
of my understanding of the early years of the colony of New South Wales, particularly in relation to
matters  of  survival,  by  what  I  have  learned  through  doing  the  research  for  Molly  Haydock.
According to Karskens, for example, what “was foremost in Governors’ minds was not punishment,
nor even discipline, but survival: how to have houses, mills, wharves and stores erected, how to get
roads cut, boats built, bricks made, stone hewn, tools repaired, crops sown, fish caught” (The Rocks
149).  From memory, my education  gave  great  emphasis  to  the  harshness  of  discipline  for  the
convicts, and none whatsoever to the state of famine that prevailed in the colony in its earliest years.
An emphasis on this  struggle throws into relief  the successful  inhabitation of  the continent  by
Indigenous peoples, who had mastered a way of life that was in harmony with the environment, in
contrast with the transplanted English notions of ownership and cultivation. 
If I had considered the question, ‘What do you expect to learn about the early history of New South
Wales by researching Reibey’s life?’ before I began the research, I would have said that I expected
my understanding of that era to be deepened. In other words, I expected to learn more of the same
sort  of  thing  that  I  already  knew. However,  the  nature  of  my  understanding  of  that  era  has
undergone a transformation: the records of the time tell  a very different story from what I had
previously “known.” Re-telling Reibey’s story is an opportunity to share the wider perspectives that
I have gained, including in relation to colonial attitudes towards convict women and First Nations
inhabitants, and the newfound colony’s place in the world.
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According to literary theorist, Wolfgang Iser, the human past gains significance because history is
“taken as humanity’s knowledge of itself, and thus a resuscitation of the past allow[s] humans to
look into a mirror, thereby becoming conscious of themselves” (29). Iser elucidates our natural
alienation from the realities of other  times and places,  commenting that “encountering the past
entails  being  confronted  with  otherness”  (35).  Reconstructing  Reibey’s  life  in  fiction  entails
confronting the otherness of our forebears. For Dixson, there are spirits at work in our culture that:
represent  bequests  from  many  different  historical  forces:  from,  among  others,  a  diffident
colonial middle class, from convicts, from the once very poor Irish, from an eternally besieged
small  farmer  class.  Their  mental  universe  was  shot  through  with,  though  never  wholly
determined by, the emotional harshness, the thin spiritual gruel, of the frontier and its scars of a
cruel racial encounter. These were among the formative experiences burned into our culture.
(Imaginary Australian 96)
There  are  striking  similarities  between  the  work  of  the  historian  and  that  of  some  writers  of
historical  fiction,  where  both  seek  to  depict  the  “formative  experiences”  of  our  culture,  or, as
Clendinnen puts it in the case of historians,  “lovingly retrieving the history of what happened”
(“The History Question” 15). Molly Haydock is an attempt to “lovingly retrieve” what happened in
and around Reibey’s life, despite the very limited extant records available. In the process of writing
the novel, I have outgrown my early sense of alienation from Reibey, and have come to embrace her
story as a window, or time-warp, into the beginnings of this country as a modern nation.
History or fiction?
Given that there are already two novels based (to varying extents) on Reibey’s life, is there any need
for another? Antecedent to that question is this: Why write fiction about Reibey at all; why not write
a factual history of her life? There are strong arguments for writing history. Historian Tom Griffiths
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claims that understanding the past prepares us for the future–since seeing the outcomes of others’
past choices can inform our own choices in the present (15). Clendinnen makes a similar point
(“The History Question” 61).  The benefits of writing history are clear, but a writer of historical
fiction is not precluded from aspiring to fulfill some of the goals outlined for historians. In Molly
Haydock, I attempt to sketch at least some aspects of the agency possible for women in the early
colonial  era.  Because  of  the  sparsity  and  disjointedness  of  the  records  that  remain  concerning
Reibey, a fictional narrative informed by research may well be the only way, now, to reconstruct her
experience.  Griffiths  argues  that  despite  their  obvious  differences,  fiction  and history can have
harmonious goals:
Novelist Alex Miller, trained in history, wrote that ‘History and fiction may seem to be sibling
rivals  for  the  truth  sometimes,  but  they  are  essentially  complementary  in  their  civilising
project’ (2006: 8-9). James Bradley also sees them as ‘not opposed, but complementary, one a
mapping of the real, of what was, the other a mapping of the subconscious, of the way we
understand the real, and of the way we understand ourselves’ (2006: 75-6) … History and
fiction journey together and separately into that past; they are sometimes uneasy partners, but
they are also magnetically drawn to one another in the quest for deeper understanding. (16-18)
A “deeper understanding” of the colonial era as it was experienced by Reibey–and of ourselves via
the imprint her life and era have left on the present–must be sought in archives, records and the
works of historians, but several reasons influence my decision to share the historical insights thus
gained through fiction. As mentioned, a pragmatic reason to write fiction rather than history about
Reibey is the lack of material: relatively little is known about her personal life. This is a common
problem  concerning  the  history  of  women,  especially  specific  individuals.  Susanna  Scarparo
points out that historical records “are the product of gender hierarchies. Almost all the documents
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in the public archives were written or preserved by men in positions of responsibility, and the few
surviving diaries and letters will not restore the balance (Corbin 106)” (90).
Scarparo further argues:
There  are  two  different  but  related  aspects  of  women’s  history:  the  gaps,  omissions  and
distortions  in  the  accounts  of  women–who were  exceptional  enough to  make it  into  such
accounts–produced by traditional historiography, and the stories of the many women who have
remained invisible because there are no records to recover or reinterpret in the first place. In
the  first  case,  the  task  of  the  feminist  historian  is  either  to  discover  previously  ignored
documents or to re-interpret those which had [sic] already been interpreted. In the second case,
the crucial task for feminist historians is to account for such women who, having left no ‘real’
trace of their existence seemingly have no history (Marotti, “Feminist Historians” 150, Caine,
250).  In  the  absence  of  historical  records,  their  stories–if  they  are  to  be  told–have  to  be
invented. The stories of the invisible, then, can only exist through fiction. (90)
A danger of the invention advocated by Scarparo is the obscuring, or even obliteration, of the lives
fictionally portrayed. However, I submit that such obliteration is only temporary, or partial, since
the records on which inventions draw, though slim, still exist to be consulted. The choice between
the  obliteration  of  the  stories  of  women’s  lives  by  being  overlooked  by  the  recorders  and
interpreters of history, or by being remembered and re-imagined by writers of fiction, seems no
choice at all: far better to commemorate a person in (potentially obscuring) fiction than to leave the
fragmentary historical record of her in its pristinely undisturbed obscurity.
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The scarcity of records concerning Reibey therefore make a fictional account of her life a more
viable proposition than an historical treatment. But as Griffiths asserts, there are other compelling
reasons to write fiction rather than non-fiction (16-18). Of his novel based on the life of Australia’s
first  woman pilot,  Millicent  Bryant,  James Vicars writes,  “I  chose to write  her life as fictional
biography because of the brevity of her fame, the unbalanced nature of the historical sources, and
because I sought to understand her inner motivations in the context of her time in a way that I felt
only the exploratory power of fiction would permit” (“Discarding the Disclaimer”). Similarly, I
choose to write Reibey’s story as fiction not only because of the fragmentary nature of the historical
records  concerning  her  life,  but  because  I  seek  to  explore  her  probable  or  possible  sensory
experiences and motivations in her historical context in a way that is best accommodated by fiction.
Writer and teacher of writing historical fiction, James Alexander Thom, declares that “fiction is not
the  opposite  of  truth.  Fiction means  ‘created  by imagination.’ And there is  plenty of  evidence
everywhere in literature and art that imagination can get as close to truth as studious fact-finding
can” (13). Many historical novelists make claims similar to Thom’s for the figurative truth value of
fiction, but these views are frequently rejected by historians (an issue discussed further in the fourth
chapter). Cultural memory theorist Ann Rigney argues that the arts perform different cultural and
political  work from that performed by traditional historiography (“The Past is  Another Story”).
Despite  the  disaffection,  or  even  contempt,  that  some  historians  have  expressed  for  historical
fiction, a growing number of historians such as Slotkin are now writing historical fiction.  Slotkin
argues that the “truth the novel seeks is poetic rather than historiographical: it sacrifices fidelity to
non-essential facts in order to create in the reader a vivid sense of what it may have been like to live
among such facts” (emphasis in original, 225). The facilitation of readers’ vicarious experience of
an era is therefore a primary raison d’être of historical fiction. 
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Slotkin claims that the “most frequently offered argument in defence of historical fiction is that, ‘if
responsibly done,’ it can stimulate interest in the study of history” (221). Historical fiction can and
does draw readers into learning more about the history it represents. Slotkin goes so far as to claim
that most practising historians he knows were first drawn to their subjects by reading historical
fiction (222).  However, Slotkin argues that an even stronger case can be made for the writing of
historical fiction,  based on the genre’s ability to explore historical possibilities. In doing so, he
likens historical fiction to the thought experiments employed in modern physics: “the novel tests
historical hypotheses by a kind of thought-experiment” (221). That is, fiction engages the reader’s
imagination  to  explore  possibilities  in  ways  that  are  not  available  within  the  writings  of  the
discipline of history.
Thought-experiments play a central role in many disciplines, notably philosophy and physics, but
also in economics, mathematics, and others. The Oxford Companion to Philosophy defines them as
“controlled  exercises  of  the  imagination  in  which  test  cases  are  envisaged  with  a  view  to
establishing  their  conceptual  coherence  or  their  compatibility  with  some  proposed  theory”
(Sorensen 875). In other words, thought experiments can facilitate the interpretation of “old” data or
information in new ways. In physics, thought experiments do not make traditional empirical tests
obsolete. In similar fashion, historical fiction does not make traditional historiography obsolete. But
in both contexts (science and history) thought experiments can do work that is impossible within
traditional methodologies. Indeed, according to Slotkin, historical fiction can function as a valuable
aid to the study of history (222).
The distinctive usefulness of fiction in thinking about historical events arises from the rigorous
nature  of  historiography,  which  constrains  historians  to  “choose  between  knowledge  and
understanding: between telling the whole story as he or she has come to understand it; or only what
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can be proved, with evidence and argument” (Slotkin 223). Slotkin argues, therefore, that the reason
to “novelise” an event  is  to experience it  from the limited view of those involved (225).  This
subjectivity and immediacy is  not  available when writing or reading non-fiction,  and can offer
valuable insights into the indeterminacy of a past  time. Kim Scott’s  That Deadman Dance,  for
example,  is  a celebratory but ultimately tragic  exploration of an historical  moment marking an
actual  but  not  necessary  turning  point  in  race  relations  in  Australia,  before  which  locals  and
intruders temporarily coexisted in mutual amazement, rather than fear or distrust.
The perception that the subjectivity of fiction allows it to function in useful ways that traditional
historiography cannot is supported by a study of fiction-reading and empathy by psychologists Mar
et  al,  who  found  that  “the  experience  undergone  while  engaging  with  [fictional  narratives]  is
unique” (407). That is, reading fiction can give readers experiences that nonfiction cannot. In a
separate  paper,  Mar  and  Oatley  claim  that  “narrative  fiction  often  provides  a  better  mode  of
instruction than do certain kinds of exposition (Satterfield and Slovic, 2004) because it represents
learning through experience and invokes a kind of understanding that is socially based” (180). That
is, fiction’s engagement of readers’ imaginations facilitates a unique type of learning. Attempting to
explain  this,  Mar  and  Oatley  hypothesise  that  “a  fictional  text  may  prompt  more  constructive
imaginative processes, which then create an experience that has some of the attributes of reality”
(180). Fiction offers readers the opportunity to vicariously experience being other, and can therefore
function as a vehicle for readers to participate in thought experiments about historical issues that
continue to affect our culture. 
The key to understanding the complementary role of historical fiction (to history) lies in realizing
that the work of the writer of imaginative literature is “to make us perceive what we see, imagine
what we already, conceptually or practically, know” (Eastman, paraphrased in Wellek and Warren
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33).  Thus  knowledge  gained  through  history  can  be  transformed  into  perception  by  historical
fiction. This suggests that a possible goal of historical fiction is not exposition of historical fact per
se, but a transformation of our understanding of contemporary reality in relation to the past, via
subjective  experience.  In  Reibey’s  case,  historical  fiction  may  facilitate  readers’  imaginative
engagement  with issues surrounding the dispossession of the First  Nations,  as Grenville’s  TSR
undoubtedly has done,  via its  exploration of the experience of its  fictional  convict protagonist,
William Thornhill.
Is there any need for another novel about Reibey?
The  two  extant  novels  whose  authors  claim  for  them  some  connection  to  Reibey’s  story  are
Catherine Gaskin’s Sara Dane, and Kathleen Pullen’s Mary Reibey, From Convict to First Lady of
Trade. In a note introducing her novel, Gaskin explains that her story is not actually about Mary
Reibey:
The story of Mary Reibey has become something of a legend in Australian history–it is the
story of a woman who, sentenced to transportation for what can have been no more than a
child’s prank, overcame the stigma of her conviction, and rose to a position of wealth and
prominence among the citizens of early New South Wales. This novel is  not  her story, but is
based on the assumption that what one woman can do, so may another. The broad outlines of
the lives of Mary Reibey and Sara Dane are similar–the details differ sharply. This book is
meant  in  no  way  to  be  a  portrait  of  Mary  Reibey,  but  simply  a  novel  of  her  times.
(emphasis in original, Preface)
Aside from Gaskin’s denial of the possibility of Reibey’s criminal agency, and her naïve claim that
Reibey “overcame the stigma of her conviction” in a colony infamously riven by a class divide that
was  militantly  maintained  by  the  non-convicted  Exclusives,  the  main  purpose  this  disavowal
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appears intended to serve, is, ironically, to link her novel to the Reibey legend. Gaskin’s claim that
Sara Dane has almost nothing in common with Reibey’s story is certainly true. However, since
Gaskin  implicitly  links  the  novel  with  Reibey, and  since  it  is  a  romance,  or  women’s novel–
evidenced by the blurb on at least two editions of the novel: “Desired by many men, tamed by
none”–it will be included in the following discussion of women’s novels.
Explicitly  contrasting her novel  with Gaskin’s,  Pullen purports  to  be faithful to  Reibey’s story:
“Unlike Catherine Gaskin’s very excellent Sara Dane … Mary Reibey, From Convict to First Lady
of Trade is  the story of that lady, who became a legend in her own time, and of her husband and
their family” (emphasis in original, Preface). Despite Pullen’s emphatic claim of factualness, many
items of her narrative contradict the historical record of Reibey’s life. For example, she portrays
Mary meeting and falling in love with Thomas Reibey on board the convict transport,  however
Thomas did  not  serve on the  Royal  Admiral,  but  on the  Britannia,  which was already at  Port
Jackson when Mary arrived. Further examples of the speciousness of Pullen’s claim to historical
accuracy are mentioned below. Gaskin and Pullen each portray their Reibey-inspired protagonist as
a woman whose considerable personal charms led men to donate success to her, as a tribute to her
beauty. Further aspects of Gaskin’s and Pullen’s novels demonstrating that they conform to the
genre of women’s novels will be explored below.
Romancing the reader
In her influential study of the genre, Janice Radway defines women’s romance novels, as “a mythic
account of how women must achieve fulfillment in patriarchal society” (emphasis in original, 17).
That is, Radway perceives that the romance genre circumscribes fulfilment for women to that which
conforms to the norms of a patriarchal society. However, as will be discussed below, Radway also
argues that readers have the agency to upend the implicitly patriarchal aims of the genre. 
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Before addressing Radway’s arguments more directly, it is useful to outline the problems of the
genre from a feminist perspective. A concise elucidation of the ideological problems inherent in
women’s romance novels as a genre is Margaret Atwood’s prose poem, “Women’s Novels.” This
piece exposes the roots of a genre that is planted firmly in patriarchal discourse. Atwood’s text
archly states that both men’s and women’s novels are about men (1:1). Her implicit claim is that
both are patriarchal products that treat men as central to human experience, thus even women’s
novels primarily further men’s interests. Unlike Radway, Atwood seems to suggest that readers of
women’s novels are complicit  in  this  process.  This  interpretation is  supported by Lorna Sage’s
claim  that  Atwood’s  characters  “show  a  secret  desire–but  ultimate  inability–to  find  refuge  in
systems,  patterns  and  accepted  visions  that  contradict  the  reality  of  a  fractured  and  multiple
experience  of  self”  (25-6).  Atwood’s  poem  implies  that  some  fragments  of  women’s  (even
feminists’) fractured selves sometimes collude with patriarchy by desiring the “accepted visions”
presented in women’s novels.
The inclusion of “Women’s Novels” in Lehman’s anthology, Great American Prose Poems: from
Poe to the Present, signals its classification as a prose poem (128-130). Margueritte Murphy claims
that the prose poem constitutes “a distinct genre–or  ‘anti-genre’–whose  ‘poeticity’ (an unhappy
word)  is  established  by  subverting  the  norms  of  conventional  narrative,  descriptive,  and
contemplative prose” (156-8). Thus Atwood has chosen to use a literary form that is considered
subversive  to  comment  on  the  political  origins  of  a  more  conservative  literary  form  (that  is,
women’s novels). Atwood’s employment of this anti-conformist form demonstrates her desire to
break away from both traditional paradigms of literary form and content, since form often restricts
content–as  Atwood shows is  the  case  with  women’s novels.  The use  of  the  prose  poem form
capitalises on the politically-laden traditional association of prose with the objective presentation of
truth in male-dominated discourse.
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Atwood subtly accuses readers of women’s novels of collusion with the political and economic
structures that limit  women’s concerns to conformist and patriarchy-serving norms, such as not
being too clever (5:7-8), and discreetly restricting their interests to “anything without politics in it”
(6: 1). Enjoyment of women’s novels, Atwood implies, can be considered the collusive product of
an undiscerning female hedonism. Atwood conveys her desire for more holistic treatments of the
(female)  human  condition  than  women’s  novels  typically  offer.  In  sum,  Atwood  uses  a  form
sometimes described as an anti-genre to explore feminist concerns regarding the paternalist political
function served by these novels, and to expose women’s complicity in the political and economic
structures of patriarchal discourse when “swallowing” or “wallowing in” them (11: 11). Atwood’s
treatment of the genre is necessarily brief, expressed in a poem of only eleven stanzas. Radway
makes a deeper and more nuanced analysis, that nevertheless supports (despite her claims to the
contrary) many of the same conclusions. Radway’s work was first published in the 1980s. This is
not that long after the initial publication of Gaskin’s and especially Pullen’s novels (1954 and 1975,
respectively). The continuing relevance of Radway’s work in this field is indicated by its recent
republication, in 2009.
Like Atwood, Radway refers to women “wallowing” in romance-reading (112). However, Radway
argues  that  although most popular  literature can be demonstrated to  reconcile  readers  to  social
conditions wherein they are dominated by others, romantic novels, in contrast, embody women’s
“valid,  if  limited,  protest”  against  patriarchy  (6,  220).  Although  the  women  Radway  studies
characterise their romance reading as a “declaration of independence,” it is possible that they (and
Radway)  overstate  this  claim,  since–as  Radway  reports–the  women  are  also  ashamed  of  their
“hedonist” reading (11, 90). Radway is aware that the women’s reasons for reading are “internally
contradictory,” and she finds that “although romance reading may enable women to resist  their
social role and to supplement its meagre benefits, romances may still function as active agents in
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the maintenance of the ideological status quo by virtue of their hybrid status as realistic novels and
mythic  ritual”  (7,  17).  In  other  words,  whilst  women’s romance novels  may function  for  their
readers as a protest against the position assigned to women within patriarchy, they nevertheless
ultimately  contribute  to  the  maintenance  of  the  patriarchal  status  quo.  They  do  so  because,
according to Radway, they are “a literary form whose ultimate message, one astute observer has
noted, is that ‘pleasure for women is men’ ” (54).
Notwithstanding her attempt to view the genre from the point of view of the “Smithton women” she
is  studying,  Radway  implicitly  endorses  this  conservative  claim,  both  by  reporting  it,  and  by
describing its  anonymous author  as  “astute.”  Radway’s endorsement  of this  viewpoint  to some
extent undermines her claim that romance reading can be liberating for women on an individual
level. A more persuasive though negative interpretation of the Smithton women’s claim that their
romance  reading  is  a  declaration  of  independence  is  hinted  at  (but  never  fully  developed  by
Radway) when Dot, the leader of the Smithton women, acknowledges that romance reading is an
addiction, although one she claims is less harmful than tranquillisers or alcohol (88). Marx claimed
that religion “is the sigh of the oppressed … [and the] opium of the people” (131). Similarly, it
might be argued that women’s novels are the tranquillisers of women, and Dot mentions opium in
this connection, albeit indignantly (Radway 115).
Despite Radway’s attempt to defend the genre, romance reading seems more like a sigh of protest
than a declaration of independence. Opium and other pain medications do not address underlying
symptoms–they simply make pain temporarily easier to bear, while trapping the user in a cycle of
repetitive consumption and eroding their willpower to effect real change. Radway recognises this
destructive cycle when she says that by “resting satisfied with this form of vicarious pleasure, the
romance reader may do nothing to transform her actual situation” (117); and again, in stating that
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romance reading “gives the reader a strategy for making her present situation more comfortable
without substantive reordering of its structure” (215). 
In essence, Radway found that the Smithton women tended to recognise the inevitability of male
power and social conventions and the consequent circumscription of women’s ability to act in their
own interests more clearly than their feminist critics did (78). It must also be noted that although
Radway speaks of unlocking “the significance of the romance,” her analysis fails to address the
ideological  issues  raised  by  the  reading  (by  women  outside  the  Smithton  group)  of  the  many
bestselling romances that were rejected by the Smithton women (10). 
Radway’s  various  descriptions  of  romances  as  “utopian  wish-fulfillment  fantasy”  (151)  and
“cultural release valve[s]” (158) underline her perception that romances do not effect social change,
and her conviction that “this literary form reaffirms its founding culture’s belief that women are
valuable not for their unique personal qualities but for their biological sameness and their ability to
perform that  essential  role  of  maintaining and reconstituting others” (208).  Radway’s desire  to
validate the Smithton women’s reading agency is commendable, but despite her obvious goodwill
she is unable to fully endorse their claim that romance-reading is a protest. She instead describes it
as a “barely conscious contestation of patriarchy” (220). Radway’s characterisation of the genre as
“a mythic account of how women must achieve fulfillment in patriarchal society” demonstrates the
unsuitability of the genre as a vehicle for telling a story based closely on any actual woman’s life,
since  the  genre  relies  on  the  myth  that  romantic  love  is  a  woman’s only  route  to  fulfillment
(emphasis in original, 17). 
In many respects both Pullen’s and Gaskin’s novels are typical of the romance genre, which is
described by Radway as  having “simple  syntax,  elementary  realism,  repetitive  vocabulary, and
163
authorial interpretation” (197). It could be argued, however, that neither Gaskin’s nor Pullen’s novel
conforms fully to the romantic myth–which consists of “a man and woman meeting, the obstacles to
their  love,  and  their  final  happy  ending”  (Radway  199).  Both  Pullen  and  Gaskin  have  their
protagonist’s first husband die decades before the protagonist, as Reibey’s only husband did, thus
breaking from the myth in its ideal form. However, both replace this relationship with at least one
other romantic entanglement. Gaskin, being free from the constraints of the known arc of Reibey’s
life  through  her  prefatory  renouncement  of  Reibey  as  her  subject,  invents  several  passionate
relationships and a second marriage for her heroine, thus conforming, ultimately, to the typical form
of the romantic myth. Pullen, in her expressed intention to conform to the known arc of Reibey’s
life,  has  no  second  marriage,  but  invents  an  aristocratic  Irish  convict  foreman  (of  whom the
historical record is entirely innocent) with whom her fictional Reibey shares an unconsummated
love. Thus Pullen attempts to simultaneously satisfy the typical narrative arc of the romantic myth
and  her  commitment  to  telling  Reibey’s story  according  to  the  historical  record.  Both  novels,
therefore, may be classified as women’s romance novels.
Quite apart from the ideological limitations of women’s novels, the romance genre is unsuited to the
telling of Reibey’s story because the known events of her life do not fit the narrative arc of the
genre. (As indeed it may be argued that no actual life conforms to the romantic myth.) It could be
argued that the two years after Reibey’s arrival in the colony, up until her marriage to Thomas, may
fit the myth, but this small segment of her life has left no imprint on the historical record, beyond
beginning with the record of her arrival, and ending with the record of their marriage. To build a
whole novel on this historical blank, and make the consummation of their marriage the narrative
climax, would be to ignore or drastically de-emphasise Reibey’s subsequent achievements.
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Radway  interprets  the  romance,  the  “ritual  of  hope,”  as  an  attempt  by  women  to  convince
themselves “that men are able to satisfy women’s needs fully” (emphasis in original, 207). Novels
can perform cultural and political work that traditional historiography can not, but the women’s
novels relating to Reibey that currently exist do not do that work. Given the culturally conservative
nature of the romance genre, and the fact that these two novels concerning Reibey are romances
which largely omit mention of Reibey’s actual achievements, I contend that there is a need for a
novel about Reibey that does not collude with a vision of men as pre-eminently central to human
experience.
Reibey’s story–in the words of one child who saw the New South Wales State Library’s “FAR Out!
Exhibition”–is “a good example of girl power” (“Far and Wide”). The story is attractive not only as
the adventure of a female overcoming obstacles with stubbornness and grit, but also because of the
alluring  puzzle  of  what  imprint  Reibey’s life  and the  lives  of  her  contemporaries  have left  on
Australian society. Admittedly, a novel can only hint at such things, but it remains the case that
Reibey’s story sheds some light on life for women in a defining era of Australian history. 
Jenna Blum advises that “Hemingway said that only the tip of the iceberg showed in fiction—your
reader will see only what is above the water—but the knowledge that you have about your character
that never makes it into the story acts as the bulk of the iceberg. And that is what gives your story
weight and gravitas” (Disk 1, Track 9). Hemingway was referring to the author’s knowledge about
specific characters, presumably of a mostly personal nature. However, the same principle can be
applied to the author’s knowledge of the character’s wider culture. In the context of writing realist
historical fiction, the authorial knowledge forming the hidden bulk of the iceberg comes (in part)
from researching the character’s historical context. In Reibey’s case, this includes the first decades
of  the  colony  of  New  South  Wales.  Accordingly,  the  following  chapter  surveys  what  various
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historians have surmised about the conditions for and representation of women in the colonial era,
and how those factors have subtly shaped contemporary Australian society. Since it is beyond the
scope of a single chapter to explore the full extent of the cultural legacy of this era, I have chosen to
trace a single modern phenomenon in contemporary Australian culture that appears to have its roots
in the experiences of the founding generation to which Reibey belonged. That is, matriduxy, or the
alleged maternal dominance in Australian families.
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2  Matriduxy?: Tracing Colonial Adumbration in Australian
Womanhood via a Psychoanalytical Reading of Christina Stead’s
The Man Who Loved Children6
The unique socio-economic conditions of the first several decades of the colony of New South
Wales have, arguably, had  ongoing consequences for the shaping of gender in Australian society.
This discussion focusses on what is known or has been hypothesised about the social conditions
affecting white women, since the effects of the invasion and occupation of Australia were (and are)
very different for Indigenous women, and lie outside the cynosure of this exegesis.
This chapter examines the concept of matriduxy—that is, the alleged dominance of the domestic
sphere by women in Australian families—and considers whether women’s behaviours, as well as
the depictions of and attitudes toward convict and other pioneering women, may have contributed to
the formation of modern matriduxy. It surveys some attitudes of white men toward white women in
the  colonial  era,  and touches  on the  biases  that  may have  (mis)informed them.  In doing so,  I
extrapolate from the claim of relational theorist,  John Kucich,  that masochism was a pervasive
cultural force in the deployment of British imperialism–in relation to the outlines of masochism and
matriduxy contained in Stead’s novel of family life,  The Man Who Loved Children. Stead’s novel
was first published in 1940, a time between the Victorian era Kucich deals with, and the 1960s
when  Dan  Adler  posited  the  existence  of  matriduxy  in  Australian  society.  The  assumption
underlying the choice of this novel is that if the modern phenomenon of matriduxy has roots in the
colonial  era,  traces  of  that  phenomenon  must  exist  in  the  era  chronologically  connecting  the
colonial to the modern. In conclusion, this chapter reframes the alleged phenomenon of matriduxy
within the broader Australian historical context.
6 A version of this chapter appears under the same title in the Journal of the European Association for Studies of 
Australia, Vol. 8, No. 1, 2017.
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Matriduxy
While researching the history of women in colonial and post-colonial Australia, my attention was
arrested by the obscure concept of matriduxy, perhaps because Reibey was obviously a strong and
capable woman. The term–which was coined by Adler in 1965 to describe a pattern of maternal
dominance in Australian families–makes a claim that women in Australia have more authority than
men,  in  the  domestic  sphere.  Matriduxy’s  premise  is  striking  because  it  contradicts  feminist
researchers  such as  Anne Summers,  who has  argued that  “Women in Australia  are  powerless”
(emphasis in original 20). Summers’ Damned Whores and God’s Police: the Colonization of Women
in  Australia  was  published  in  1975,  a  decade  after  Adler’s  claims  concerning  matriduxy  in
Australian families. Given Summers’ plaint that the “powerlessness [of Australian women] needs to
be explored,” what, in our collective history–if anything–can support Adler’s claim (20)? Could the
experiences of Reibey and individual women like her–such as Elizabeth Macarthur, who played “a
crucial  role in  managing the family’s estates” during her husband’s absence (Karskens,  Colony
347),  and  who  was  described  as  powerfully  influential  within  her  family  (Conway)–have
contributed to the development of matriduxy?
Adler claims that the dominance of Australian women in domestic matters was revealed by his
research comparing Australian family dynamics with those of American and Mexican families in
the  1960s.  He  argues  that  although  Australia  appears  to  be  a  patriarchal  society,  his  findings
contradict this appearance: “In Australia,  since family leadership by the mother is clearly not a
function of inheritance, legal structure or formal social organization, it would be misleading to refer
to it as matriarchal. One might, instead, coin the term matriduxy to denote her powerful leadership
functions” (153). Adler further claims that in some cultures:
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there is a difference between the true dominant family member and the one projected as a
stereotype or national image ... by overstating the independence of the Australian father, he is
erroneously perceived as superordinate to his wife. In fact, however, the wife’s leadership role
in Australia, compared with other western cultures, is so prominent that it requires identification
as the special social phenomenon which we call matriduxy. (155)
One of the Latin roots Adler employed, dux, means “leader,” implying authority. However, Adler’s
research  actually  indicated  that  the  mothers  in  his  study had more  responsibility  than  mothers
elsewhere,  not that they enjoyed greater  authority. Summers describes Adler’s claim as “much-
quoted,” yet in the academic context, it has been widely ignored, perhaps because it is conceptually
flawed (452). Summers asserts that Adler’s concept of matriduxy “confuses activity with power,”
and  fails  to  take  into  account  factors  such as  economic  dependence  (452).  That  is,  Australian
women might be given more responsibility than women in other cultures (such as in Mexico and the
United States–the two other countries in Adler’s study), but this does not necessarily indicate that
they have greater power than women elsewhere.
One obvious avenue for the development of Reibey’s strength and independence–and of colonial
women in similar situations whose husbands died or made journeys lasting months or years for
business or other purposes (think of Elizabeth Macarthur)–was that such women were required to
assume the role of managing domestic and business concerns in order to support their families.
However, I found no evidence for the conjecture that the experience of such individuals contributed
to the development of matriduxy.
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According to  historian Peter  Bridges,  colonial  women were prominent  in  the transformation of
Europeans’ self-identity as exiles, which enabled them to see the colony as a place of opportunity,
and even a homeland (87). While Bridges singles out Reibey for mention in this regard, he has
nothing further to say of her influence (87). As will be seen, the research uncovered quite a different
genesis for the development of matriduxy.
Adler’s concept of matriduxy was given mixed support by the Sydney Anglican Diocese submission
to  the  1977  Royal  Commission  on  Human  Relationships,  which  stated  that  maternal  domestic
dominance exists in Australian families “not because of the male’s greater respect for his partner but
because of his own laziness and unwillingness to accept responsibility. The female isn’t given pride
of place in the relationship, it’s just that if she doesn’t do it no one else will” (emphasis in original,
qtd. in  Dixson, Real Matilda 49). The submission thus supports the existence of the phenomenon
identified by Adler, but offers an explanation Adler did not: that is, that maternal dominance within
the  domestic  sphere  is  a  product  of  the  domestic  irresponsibility  of  Australian  males.  The
Commission Findings did not mention the term, matriduxy. This is not surprising in the context of
the far more pressing social issues the Commission was dealing with, such as domestic violence and
discrimination against homosexuals, among many others. However, the need for gender equality
was a major concern of the Commission, and its Findings on this issue implicitly contradict Adler’s
claim of matriduxy. For example, the Commission quotes a submission claiming that “today … the
feminine role is denigrated, the stay-at-home wife and mother has the lowest status ever” (Vol.1 27).
It also quotes Dixson’s statement that since the 1880s Australian women have had a uniquely low
standing among western-type communities, and states that “history has left us with a concept of
male predominance” (Vol. 5 3). While these claims are not consistent with Adler’s perception of
matriduxy, their treatment of issues involving unequal domestic responsibility between males and
females  do  offer  some support  for  the  hypothesis  that  Australian  women  may  appear  to  have
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domestic dominance because they generally bear more domestic responsibility than men do. The
Commission also states that one fact “stands out like a rock”–namely, that mothers are seen by
themselves and most others as “ultimately responsible” for the care of children (Vol. 4 226). This
suggests a need for human relationships counselling that emphasises responsibility (Vol. 1 24-5),
and the Commission recommends that men and women need to be held to the same standard of
responsibility (Vol. 4 2).
Although  the  Commission  perceived  and  decried  the  existence  of  male  irresponsibility  within
Australian families, the possible relationship between matriduxy and male irresponsibility remains
to be explored, below. But before addressing possible causes of male irresponsibility in Australian
society, it will be useful to examine attitudes toward and representations of women in Australia,
from colonisation until the present.
The conditions for women in Australian society have often been presented in paradoxical terms. For
historian Manning Clark, Australian society was “notorious for the excesses of male domination,”
yet he records that Australia was the second country in the world to give women the vote, and the
first in which women attained the right to be elected to a national parliament (415). In 1964, social
critic, Donald Horne, conceded that “men get the best of the bargain” in relations between the sexes,
due to them having more options open to them than women had; and stated that “Australian women
often rule the roost” (82). It might be argued that these views are not contradictory: rather, that the
extreme masculinity of Australian colonial society restricted women exclusively to the “roost”—
that is, the domestic sphere. In “Inside the Deserted Hut,” for example, Sue Rowley delineates the
genesis  in  the  late  nineteenth  century  of  the  dominance  of  the  Australian  domestic  sphere  by
women,  and  emphasises  the  centrality  of  spatial  differentiation  in  the  construction  of  gender
difference (90). It is possible, therefore, that Adler identified the phenomenon later discussed by
171
Rowley. However, the term Adler coined for this phenomenon, “matriduxy,” is misleading in that it
fails to convey the extremely circumscribed scope of the matron’s “rule” within the home.
Adler’s claim of the existence of matriduxy might appear to contradict the widely-held perception
of Australian society as heavily misogynistic–a perception given international publicity by then-
Prime Minister Julia Gillard’s “misogyny speech” in 2012. However, it may be that matriduxy is in
fact just another face of misogyny. Dixson suggests that matriduxy exists only because family life is
given  lower  priority  than  “pub,  football,  workplace  and  mates”  in  Australia  than  in  “cousin
communities” such as America, perhaps because here “concubinage, consensual arrangements and
‘pairings’  …  were  widespread  during  ‘formative’  decades”  (Real  Matilda  49).  On  this  view,
matriduxy is simply the outworking of overwhelming male devaluation of the domestic sphere.
Is this a comprehensive enough explanation, or are there other cultural influences that may have
shaped the development of “matriduxy”? Is there evidence of a connection between the attitudes of
men  towards  women  in  the  first  decades  of  colonial  settlement,  and  this  seeming  paradox,
matriduxy?
Being a woman in Australia
In her outline of the degrading conditions women were subjected to when they were transported to
Australia, Dixson infers that these were the origin of Australian society’s ongoing misogyny (Real
Matilda 49). She further posits that colonial attitudes towards women have resulted in a devaluing
of  family  life  in  Australia,  which  renders  the  domestic  space  below the  notice  of  men (ibid.).
Concerning such attitudes towards the earliest colonial women, Robert Hughes states that “there
was rarely a comment on colonial  society, scarcely a passage of evidence to the various Select
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Committees on Transportation, hardly a tract or a diary or a letter home, that missed the chance to
describe the degeneracy, incorrigibility and worthlessness of women convicts in Australia” (244). In
Summers’ view, Australian women have been oppressed by their wholesale categorisation into one
or other of two stereotypes: damned whores (completely bad) and God’s Police (completely good)
(267). She also argues that this categorical binary was preceded by a period from 1788 to the 1840s,
wherein “almost  all  women were categorized as whores,” and that this stereotype was applied to
free immigrants as well as convicts (emphasis in original, ibid.). 
Historians have frequently perpetrated the narrative of the denigration of colonial women. Michael
Sturma argues, for example, that historians “almost invariably present [convict women] as the most
degenerate element in early white Australian communities. The portrait of a typical female convict
depicts an incorrigible prostitute, an unmarriageable reprobate, and a corruptive force” (3). While
Summers does not dispute that many women in the colony were prostitutes, she argues that it:
was deemed necessary by both the local and the British authorities to have a supply of whores
to keep the men, both convict and free,  quiescent.  The Whore stereotype was devised as a
calculated sexist means of social control and then … characterized as being the fault of the
women who were damned by it. (286)
Hughes disputes Summers’ assertion: “The British Government did not send women to Australia to
keep men ‘quiescent’ in any political sense; the lash could do that” (245). He also rejects Summers’
hypothesis that the whore stereotype was deliberately created to humiliate and degrade women in
Australia (a view he believes to be the product of a feminist bias): “there is no doubt that the whore-
stereotype, accepted by the upper layers of a rigid little colonial society, wielded immense power,”
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and that this remained “though gradually fading, as part of the design of Australian sexual politics
for a century after transportation was abolished” (245, 248). As the nascent community at Sydney
matured and transitioned from being a penal colony to a small bourgeois colonial Victorian society,
the “damned whores” stereotype was gradually superseded. Colonial women, many of them “bush
mums,” came to be represented as “guardians of public morality” (Damousi 39). Nevertheless, it is
clear that Hughes concedes that the stereotyping of Australian women as whores remained active in
Australian society until at least the late 1960s.7
The stereotyping of women convicts as whores was neither accurate, nor the conscious policy of the
colonial  authorities  (Sturma  3).  According  to  Sturma,  historians’ biases  regarding  convict  and
emancipist  women  were  not  so  much  actual  biases  as  naïve  or  unthinking  repetitions  of  the
exaggerated reports of the 1837-38 Select Committee on Transportation, which described women
who had been transported as “with scarcely an exception, drunken and abandoned prostitutes” (qtd.
in Sturma 3). Sturma explains that “it was in the interest of the committee to make conditions in
Australia appear as bad as possible,” in order to justify its recommendation that transportation be
abolished (5). Class differences were a factor as well, for example, Sturma argues that the whore
stereotype  reflected  “the  discrepancy  between  working-class  behaviour  on  the  one  hand,  and
middle-upper-class  expectations  on  the  other”  (4).  That  is,  working-class  mores  allowed  for
cohabitation without marriage, whereas upper class observers labelled women who cohabitated with
men as prostitutes.
This is not to say that no early Australian women were prostitutes. As Joy Damousi explains, many
were forced into prostitution or theft  to pay for housing, because they were not  provided with
accommodation by the Government (35). In a similarly pessimistic vein, Hughes argues that various
7 The last convict ship, the Hougoumont, arrived in Western Australia in 1868 (Hughes 143).
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factors contributed to the situation for women prisoners: they were ground down by a sense of
helplessness; English sexism was amplified in the penal colony; and they “were treated as a doubly
colonized  class  throughout  the  life  of  the  penal  system” (253,  258,  261).  As Summers  shows,
however, the oppression of women in the colony was not confined to convict women (267). This is
confirmed by Jan Gothard’s Blue China: Single Female Migration to Australia, which records the
experiences  of  some  of  the  90,000  working-class  women  who  came  to  Australia  as  assisted
migrants in the second half  of the nineteenth century. Gothard exposes the ways in which free
migrant women were expected to submit to various forms of manipulation, oppression and control,
in both their work situations and their personal lives, in return for their assisted passages. Gothard’s
title  comes from a statement  made by a promoter  of Canadian emigration,  according to  whom
women were “like blue china, very valuable when sound, but very worthless [sic] when damaged or
broken” (17). Protection from sexual “damage” was used to excuse or justify the various forms of
control exerted over them. In view of the later achievements for women’s rights in Australia, such
as suffrage, a question suggests itself: Is it possible that those with nothing to lose, such as women
convicted  of  crimes,  or  believed guilty  of  sin–the  “damaged”–took more  risks  than  their  safer
counterparts elsewhere, and discovered in themselves unsuspected capacities? This might partially
explain  Reibey’s  success  in  business:  having  lost  any  positive  social  standing  through  her
conviction, she may have been freed to act outside societal norms for a ‘respectable’ woman of her
time.
Certainly, it would seem from Summers’ analysis that women in Australia had little to lose, because
the binary depiction of women as all-good angels or all-evil demons was twisted in Australia to
make even the ‘angels’ bad. With the pervasive distrust of authority in Australian society, women
who did attain positions of authority, even if only within the home, were doubly despised–first as
women, second as figures of authority (248-9). Summers records that the “God’s police” stereotype
175
was promoted by the humanitarian worker for female immigrant welfare, Caroline Chisholm, who
wrote that “good and virtuous women” were a necessary part of the “nucleus for the formation of a
good and great people” (qtd. in Summers 11). Hughes also notes that women were expected to be
influencers for the perceived good of the society: “Eve the Whore would keep Adam the Rogue
from turning homosexual” (245).
The idea that women could be the guardians of morality became prominent in the Victorian era, but
Patricia Grimshaw argues that this “idea that women could make men good was new,” in colonial
Australia (89). According to Grimshaw, this idea was advocated by campaigners against the misuse
of alcohol, and popularised by Chisolm’s declaration “that good women were the agents of morality
and  civilization”  (89,  94).  Nevertheless,  as  Summers  argues,  Australian  anti-authoritarianism
rendered  the  innovative  “God’s police”  stereotype  just  as  oppressive  as  the  “damned  whores”
stereotype (248-9).
Just how effective were these stereotypes in oppressing women? As Hughes recognises, not all
convict  women  were  rendered  helpless  by  colonial  prejudice,  with  the  caveat  that  individuals
“needed unusual strength of character not to be crushed by its assumptions” (253, 258). Damousi,
however, argues that  the attention given by historians  such as Portia  Robinson, Babette  Smith,
Monica Perrott and Annette Salt “to individual material success also narrows the range of issues we
can explore … for it detracts from the power relations that shaped gendered identities in colonial
society” (44). Damousi also highlights the danger of losing sight of the oppressed majority, when
focussing  on  exceptional  women  such  as  Reibey,  who  managed  to  succeed  materially–thus
triumphing (to some extent) over the negative perceptions of women that predominated in the male-
dominated colonial society.
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While the historians discussed so far have focussed primarily on negative attitudes towards women,
some more recent feminist historians have viewed the lives of women in the colony more positively.
Elizabeth Rushen, in Colonial Duchesses, argues that free immigrant women who married convict
men still  under  bond “were  able  to  take  an enhanced role  in  the  marriage  partnership”  (140).
Rushen draws a parallel between the situation of women in New South Wales, and that of Irish
immigrants to America, quoting American historian Hasia Dinar: “Irish men generally experienced
a decline in status and power within their families as a result of migration, pushing women–wives
and mothers–into authoritative roles far greater than they had experienced” (140). Similarly, in a
history of early Sydney, Karskens contends that both convict and free women in colonial Sydney
had greater legal protection than their contemporaries in England (The Colony  329). As well as
counter-balancing  the  overwhelmingly  negative  earlier  histories  of  colonial  women,  Karsken’s
outline of women’s publicly-upheld legal rights in the colony contradicts  Rowley’s claim, cited
above, that women had power only ‘inside the deserted hut.’ As Karskens explains, the scarcity of
women in Sydney, and the  concomitant  high demand for  them as  wives  and workers,  enabled
women to secure better conditions for themselves than they had had in their countries of origin; they
also had the option of receiving government rations, which, although generally perceived to be
demeaning, at least gave women an alternative to dependence on men (329).
Once in a relationship of marriage, women could negotiate greater power and control over their
lives. Rushen states that once a woman was married, “there was ample potential for the usual and
accepted balance of power within the marriage to be overturned and for the women to become
partners with their husbands in building a colonial life” (141). While this might seem self-evident in
relationships between free women and convict men, Karskens claims that egalitarian partnerships
were already the norm among plebeian Englishmen and -women, where “couples lived more as
partners,  albeit  in  different  spheres.  It  was  normal  for  both  men and women to work,  to  keep
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‘separate chests’ and have different circles of friends” (The Colony 329). Karskens also shows that
women in the colony frequently took their husbands to court for crimes ranging from domestic
violence to stealing their  property, or for failing to maintain their  children–and they often won
(329). She concludes that “women in Sydney enjoyed legal rights unknown to their married sisters
in England, who were, in the eyes of the law, one person with their husband” (329).
The rights asserted by colonial women, which were seen by some as a curtailing of traditional male
authority, were resented by men. As Karskens found, “men of all ranks seem to have been resentful
of this reversal of the ‘natural’ gender order of female dependence and subservience. Perhaps this
resentment partly explains why they, to a man, wrote condemnatory descriptions of convict women
and their colonial situation” (The Colony 329).
The male resentment of women that was reflected in the historical record, Damousi argues, included
a “perception that convict women had the potential to dislocate the social order that makes them the
repository of sexual anxiety for these commentators” (48). Of the first generation of Europeans in
the colony, Damousi writes that travelling “to a remote and distant colony completely dislocated
and reordered the world they had known” (39). In the unfamiliar environment, convict women were
identified as a threat that “destabilized masculine control,” and “challenged and provoked the power
of  the  authorities  through  a  range  of  overt,  subversive  acts”  (Damousi  58).  Reverend  Samuel
Marsden, for example, described female convicts’ behaviour as “incompatible with the character
and wish of the British nation” (qtd. in Damousi 54). For Damousi, there is an “inextricable link
between empire and sexuality,” that  suggests a link between the forces shaping womanhood in
Australia, and the ideology of British Imperialism (40).
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Imperialist ideology–enter masochism, left field
Masochistic fantasy, according to literary scholar and relational theorist, John Kucich, “played a
vital role in the shaping and reshaping of social identity at the imperial periphery [and] ... elements
of  masochistic  fantasy  resonated  powerfully  with  both  imperial  and  class  discourses  in  late
nineteenth-century Britain” (2). Kucich’s assertion of the pervasiveness of masochistic ideals at the
edges of the British Empire has obvious relevance to this discussion of the colonial era in Australia.
Because the focus of the following discussion is on power relations between men and women, its
treatment of masochism is limited to heteronormative relationships. While Carol Siegel claims that
the  term masochism has  “no universally  agreed-upon meaning”  (2),  it  must  be  noted  that  the
founding definitions of masochism are also heteronormative.
Sigmund Freud’s definition of masochism is influential:  he defines it as “pleasure in pain,” yet
states  that  “of  course,  it  is  not  the  pain  itself  which  is  enjoyed,  but  the  accompanying sexual
excitation;” he proclaims that masochism is part of an active/passive binary–sadomasochism–and
that “masochism is actually sadism turned round upon the subject’s own ego” (SE 19: 161-2; SE 7:
159; SE 14: 129). According to Freud, masochism originates in an unresolved Oedipal complex: a
male child’s desire for sexual union with his mother, and the subsequent rivalry with, and even the
yen to kill so as to replace, his father. In order to achieve “normal” heterosexual maturity, the child
must successfully navigate this complex; which he does out of fear of retributive castration by the
father  (SE  19:  176).  The  failure  to  resolve  the  Oedipal  complex  results  in  psychosexual
complications during adulthood, with the most common being masochism (ibid.).
The  Freudian  masochist  becomes  erotically  attached  to  his  father;  to  try  to  atone  for  this
unspeakable desire, he unconsciously attracts punishment; he sees suffering as a sign of the father’s
love for him, and therefore something to be desired (SE 17: 113). Gilles Deleuze, however, refutes
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Freud’s assumption  that  a  homoerotic  desire  for  the  father-figure  is  the  main  determinant  in  a
masochist’s fantasy (59). Instead, Deleuze’s masochistic subject seeks expiation through provoking
and submitting to brutal treatment from a powerful mother-figure for “his resemblance to the father
and the father’s likeness in him: the formula of masochism is the humiliated father” (60). Where
Freud sees an unhappy man who shuns responsibility to try to escape his guilt, Deleuze sees a man
who chooses  to  play an idealistic  weakling  as  an elaborate  cover  for  controlling  others—most
notably, his  female  partner  (Holtby  8).  In  this  way, therefore,  Deleuze’s model  affords  greater
insight than Freud’s into the dynamics of the masochist’s relationship with the dominatrix—the cold
and cruel mother figure chosen by the masochist, to punish him.
The framing of masochism as a cultural force rather than the sexual practice of some individuals is
dimly  prefigured  in  both  Freud’s  and  Deleuze’s  accounts  of  masochism.  Kucich  describes
masochistic fantasy as a “common and very powerful form of affective organization,” with the trope
of the “British Imperialist as victim” and of the literary fostering of “a fundamentally masochistic
ethos of British masculinity, in which the ability to absorb pain stoically–or even ecstatically–was
greatly  prized” (2,  8,  9).  Drawing on Ann Stoler’s work,  Kucich  refers  to  the process  of  “the
constant  making and remaking of  bourgeois  identity  at  those colonial  sites  where  it  was  most
destabilized” (59). A wide variety of relational approaches to masochism exist, but all agree that
“masochism should be understood within a narcissistic problematics, not a sexual one, and second,
that omnipotent fantasy is the primary narcissistic compensation that masochism provides” (Kucich
22). That is, masochism is centred in narcissism, not sexual deviation, and omnipotent fantasy is its
most prominent outworking. Kucich further asserts that “the relational perspective on masochistic
fantasy offers powerful new instruments for cultural analysis” (28). In the context of a discussion of
matriduxy,  the  relational  perspective  on  masochism  offers  a  possible  explanation  of  this
phenomenon.
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In relation to Britain’s colonial era, Kucich’s argument, which concerns the Victorian era (1837-
1901), seems equally relevant to Britain’s colonial project in places such as Australia (1788-1900),
as the ideologies he delineates must have had precursors and foreshadowings in earlier times. This
supposition is supported by Kucich’s assertion that if “masochistic fantasy served as an important
means  for  organising  what  Cancadine  calls  the  ‘complex  social  hierarchy’ of  British  colonial
experience, it did so because it was firmly embedded in British imperial and social history” (4). For
Kucich, masochism is “a fixed psychological language (rather than a fixed set of behaviours or a
personality  profile);”  he therefore speaks  of it  as  a fantasy structure (2).  The understanding of
masochism  as  a  fantasy  structure  implies  an  intertwining  of  individual  and  social  experience
(Kucich 3). Kucich’s focus is on the figurations of masochism employed in the class politics of
imperialism at  its  peripheries,  but  his  insights  seem equally  apposite  to  the  practice  of  gender
politics within those far-flung colonies.
Kucich sidesteps Freudian and Deleuzean psychoanalytic controversies concerning the source of
masochism,  by  claiming  that  “masochistic  fantasy  is  a  symbolic  medium  rather  than  a  fixed
psychosocial entity” (251). He chooses, rather, to focus on masochistic  behaviours: “A relational
metaphorics can thus broaden the cultural analysis of masochism; but its assumptions about the
origins and functions of masochism must necessarily remain provisional” (Kucich 21). That is, a
position on the origins of masochism is not necessary in order to study its cultural influence, for
example, in its potential to produce the phenomenon of matriduxy. Kucich further claims that a
relational understanding of masochism does not make every instance of the voluntary acceptance of
pain  necessarily  masochistic:  “Only  the  conjunction  of  voluntarily  chosen  pain,  suffering,  or
humiliation  with  omnipotent  delusion–a  conjunction  that  may  bear  an  intermittent  or  partial
relationship to specific physical or mental practices–signals the presence of masochistic fantasy”
(26). Kucich identifies a “masochistic logic” in the culturally pervasive thought of eighteenth and
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nineteenth century evangelicals, for example, who: “by associating pain with atonement ... upheld
the notion that private, voluntary suffering promised salvation and vice versa” (49). He points out
that the “evangelical tone that pervaded much of British culture from the late eighteenth century
through  the  first  half  of  the  nineteenth  influenced  many  who  did  not  consciously  share  these
principles”  (48).  Kucich’s  relational  definition  of  masochism  involves  “the  production  of
omnipotent fantasy by means of pain-seeking behavior,” pointing out that masochistic fantasy “does
not require a sadistic antagonist, more often than not, it takes nonsexual forms” (30, 28). In fact,
Kucich states that contemporary clinicians have found that “sexual practices are among the rarest
forms of what they would describe as masochistic behaviour” (21). In other words, the presence of
social (and therefore public) masochistic behaviours does not necessarily imply a parallel private
occurrence of masochistic sexual behaviours.
By moving away from Freud’s allegations regarding the Oedipal origins of masochism, relational
theory reveals “a long tradition of masochistic representation, flourishing with unusual persistence
in the British novel, which has been entirely obscured by post-Victorian culture’s identification of
masochism with oedipal sexuality” (Kucich 21). While it may seem counterintuitive to introduce a
discussion of masochistic elements in literature into a discussion of social  conditions for white
colonial women in Australia, Kucich reminds us that “novels were instrumental in shaping late-
century  attitudes  toward  imperialism,  a  cultural  fact  that  has  long  been  recognized”  (15).
Furthermore, he argues that for “purely historical reasons, then, the ideological impact of fiction on
the course of British imperialism and nationhood deserves careful study” (15).
Unlike Kucich’s work, this chapter does not demonstrate “the ideological impact of fiction,” but
rather focusses on the expression of masochistic ideology in fiction. In doing so, it aims to discern
possible  connections  of  imperialist  masochism during the  colonial  era,  to  an enduring form of
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matriduxy in later eras. In the same way that T. I. Moore’s Social Patterns in Australian Literature
identifies  aspects  of  Australian  society  reflected  in  literature,  this  paper  examines  a  modern
Australian novel for traces of the masochistic ideals Kucich claims were culturally pervasive in the
colonies of the British Empire. Though not fully subscribing to either Freud’s or Deleuze’s theories
of masochism, this discussion highlights certain striking parallels between the role of the dominatrix
in Deleuze’s theory of masochism, and the alleged phenomenon of matriduxy, and will employ both
Freud’s and Deleuze’s theories in an attempt to identify examples of masochism and matriduxy, in
fiction.
The oracle that is Stead’s novel: matriduxy as Australian domestic ideology
The  Man Who Loved  Children  (hereafter  TMWLC), first  published  in  1940,  portrays  the  self-
defeating Sam Pollit, and his wife, Henny, an (arguably) powerful Australian woman. The physical
setting of the semi-autobiographic novel  was transposed under pressure from Stead’s American
publisher from Sydney, Australia, to Washington, D.C. (Rowley, H., 270). Nevertheless, the novel
reflects Australian cultural norms, since it fictively recreates Stead’s experience in her Australian
family, while superficially adjusting them to fit their relocation. In a letter to Richard Kopley, Stead
writes: “Though placed in Baltimore and Washington, the original story grew in Sydney, Australia,
a subtropical city (where ‘Sam’ was a government official)” (Selected 255).
TMWLC is a profound treatment of life in an Australian family in the first half of the twentieth
century. The father of the family is Sam Pollit. Sam’s complex personality and ambiguous role in
his  acrimonious  marriage  with  Henny  form the  foci  of  this  analysis.  As  Marilou  McLaughlin
comments:
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In  1940,  long  before  Kate  Millet  used  the  term,  this  remarkable  novel  examined  with
exceptional  artistry  and insight  the  sexual-political  struggle  between men and women.  The
battle  between  Henny  and  Sam Pollit  is  an  ideological  one,  and  the  issues  are  of  power,
exploitation, freedom, and slavery–elemental political issues confronted in the elemental social
structure of the family. (30)
As well  as affording a glimpse into the complexities of Sam’s masochistic  fantasy, the novel’s
“sexual-political  struggle”  makes  it  a  particularly  interesting  text  for  the  exploration  of  the
historically-situated  concept  of  matriduxy.  The  setting  of  Stead’s  novel  precedes  the  1965
appearance of the term matriduxy by over forty years, yet the novel’s depiction of the contradictory
place of an Australian woman in the domestic sphere anticipates this concept. Stead’s novel depicts
a domestic  situation that  arguably corresponds to  Adler’s matriduxy, while  supporting Dixson’s
claim that this phenomenon has its roots in the colonial era.
Like the mothers Adler describes, Henny is a powerful woman. She is “beautifully, wholeheartedly
vile: she asked no quarter and gave none to the foul world” (TMWLC 10). She “belonged to this
house and it to her. Though she was a prisoner in it, she possessed it … Cells are covered with the
rhymes of the condemned, so was this house with Henny’s life sentence,  invisible but thick as
woven fabric” (7, 8). Henny’s influence permeates the family home, and in some sense she even
“possesses” it,  yet  she is  not  its  mistress.  Rather, she is  “house-jailed and child-chained” (34);
trapped and enslaved to a man whose (arguably masochistic) irresponsibility makes her life hellish.
In the novel, Stead reflects an aspect of the lives of many Australian women: they may appear
powerful and dominant within the home, but this is because their men–who regard the domestic as
inferior, the domain of mere women,  and therefore beneath their  notice–do not  equitably share
domestic responsibilities.
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The contradictions inherent in Stead’s characterisation of Sam, and the text’s “raw presentation of
the dynamics of familial power,” make it an excellent example of the masochistic impulse and the
terrible  effects  these  carry  for  both  the  perpetrator  and  his  dominatrix  (Holtby  2).  TMWLC’s
similitude to reality is a further reason to consider it in this context. This similitude reflects Stead’s
conviction, voiced in a letter to her step-mother, Thistle Harris, that the characters of TMWLC “are
very, very real: recreated, but real … I am opposed to inventing in life. Life is so strange and we
know it so little, that nothing is needed in that direction, we need only study … [An] intelligent
ferocity … is my aim … [TMWLC] is terribly lifelike” (Selected 236-7).
Perhaps due to Stead’s “intelligent ferocity,” Jonathan Franzen describes the Pollit family as “too
human to fit into a syllabus,” and perceives that Stead’s portrayal of Sam is brilliant in its depiction
of his misogyny and tyranny, while simultaneously “illuminating the weakness and fear and need at
the heart  of the patriarch,  and making us pity him even as we hate him” (1). If Sam does not
conform completely to Freud’s Oedipal model  of masochism, nor to  Deleuze’s model,  he does
exhibit  several  masochistic  behaviours  and  attitudes  which  align  with  Kucich’s  concept  of
masochistic fantasy. The masochistic characteristics displayed by Sam that will be considered here
are: irresponsibility;  a fascination with Fate;  omnipotent  fantasy;  and childishness. At the same
time, Henny’s coldness and cruelty seem to uncannily fit her for the role of Deleuzean dominatrix.
Joseph Boone reads Sam as a narcissistic sadist (518), but this does not preclude reading Sam as a
masochist,  since Freud taught  the co-existence of sadism and masochism (SE  7: 159).  Boone’s
recognition  of  Sam’s  narcissism  reinforces  the  relevance  of  Kucich’s  analysis,  which  sees
narcissism as central to the phenomenon of masochism. However, Franzen’s perception of Sam’s
more vulnerable aspects highlights the shortcomings of understanding Sam simply as a narcissistic
sadist.  Sam’s self-defeating  behaviour, for  example  in  refusing  to  explain his  innocence of  the
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accusations of malfeasance at work even though this will cost him his job, speaks more obviously
of masochism than of sadism (TMWLC 317). This episode displays another facet of the Freudian
masochist:  irresponsibility.  According  to  Freud,  the  passivity  of  masochism  produces
irresponsibility; the masochist attempts to escape his feelings of guilt by avoiding taking action, the
logic being that if he does not act, he cannot be guilty. Irresponsibility is therefore a trademark of
the moral masochist (SE 17: 114). Sam’s older children beg him to answer the accusations made
against him at work, but he will not (TMWLC 334). In an earlier scene Sam’s sister, Jo, who loves
him dearly and normally supports him, describes him as an “irresponsible” father (113). Sam’s
refusal to defend himself against the false allegations exemplifies Deleuze’s claim that “the whole”
exercise of Freudian masochism of attracting and enduring suffering is “a plea of innocence” (58).
The masochist denies any responsibility for his own actions or circumstances, and instead blames
the mother, whom he makes the bearer of all  responsibility. Although Sam’s refusal  to explain
himself deprives the family of their means of support, he wishes he could increase his suffering by
going to jail for his ideals (TMWLC 317). Sam offloads the responsibilities of his position as the
patriarch (supporting the family), but will not share the concomitant privileges of authority and
decision-making with Henny (Holtby 6). Sam says, “I feel I am love itself–how could I pick out a
woman who would hate me so much?” (TMWLC 21). He sees himself (at least unconsciously) as
eternally heroic and blameless, and Henny as a bad mother-figure.
As well as being irresponsible, Sam is fascinated by Fate, and this fascination permeates the novel.
In Sam’s mind, suffering and Fate are intimately connected. He tells the children that he was forced
by poverty to leave school at the age of twelve and work in a fish market, concluding jubilantly that,
“in the fish market I would meet my fate” (emphasis in the original, TMWLC 17). He believes that
his adversities are evidence of Fate’s favouritism toward him: he tells the children, “Fate puts stones
in the path of those she wants to try;” and “Fate loves me, kids, or she wouldn’t give me so many
186
hurdles  to  jump”  (131,  296).  Sam  believes  that  the  Pollit  family’s  financial  difficulties  were
designed by Fate for his especial benefit.
Sam’s outspoken devotion to Fate is odd, given that he is a professional scientist and an avowed
rationalist. Freud hypothesises a connection between irresponsibility and Fate, via the unconscious
guilt of the moral masochist (Holtby 4). Sam’s (possibly unconscious) instigation of his demise at
work, and his refusal to do anything effective to protect himself or his family from its dire financial
consequences, read like a textbook example of masochistic self-destruction.
Like the evangelically-influenced masochistic fantasies of voluntary suffering leading to salvation
described by Kucich, Sam believes that his “truth crushed to earth will rise again” (TMWLC 514).
Although Sam rejects Christianity, his belief in this non-physical form of resurrection is reminiscent
of that faith. Just as the Freudian masochist interprets any instance of suffering as a sign of the
Oedipal father’s love for him, Sam interprets his difficulties as signs of Fate’s favour. Similarly, he
sees Henny’s attack upon him with a knife as a sign of her love for him (145). In fact, this scene
hints at its connection with the symbolic realm of the psychosexual when the narrator says, “this
was a conflict on another plane” (144).
Corresponding to the masochistic fantasy of omnipotence that Kucich identifies, Sam’s dream of an
ideal  world  of  peace,  love  and  understanding  (49)  is  accurately  discerned  as  a  dream  of
omnipotence (but only for Sam) by his daughter, Louie, who precociously suggests that he call his
“system”  “Monomania”  (50).  Louie’s  view  of  Sam’s  desire  for  power  points  to  the  sort  of
masochistic fantasy of omnipotence that Kucich finds pervasive in characters portrayed by the 
187
Victorian authors he analyses, indicating that masochism as a psychological element of Australian
society persisted beyond the Victorian era.
Deleuze barely comments on the consequences of the masochistic arrangement for the dominatrix.
Perhaps these are, in effect, occluded from Deleuze’s view by his focus on the masochist himself.
Siegel argues that Deleuze’s theory implies that a woman “is only a mask through which [the male
masochist] speaks” (51). Louie angrily exclaims to Sam that “everything has to be what you say”
(TMWLC  523). She is frustrated by Sam’s ventriloquism, which is typical of the puppet-master
dimension  of  masochism  Siegel  identifies.  Siegel  writes  that  whilst  Deleuze’s  analysis  of
masochism relies heavily on Freud’s “comfortingly familiar” terms and ideas, his most original
claim is that “masochism can best be understood as an indirect means to power over others” (110-
111).  That  is,  masochism  facilitates  (or  even  equates  to)  manipulation  of  those  within  the
masochist’s sphere of influence.
Another  aspect  of  Sam’s masochistic  tendencies  to  be  considered  here  is  his  childishness.  In
conformity with Freud’s theory, Bernhard Berliner taught that the “masochist  has a particularly
great  need  for  being  loved  in  the  passive  infantile  way”  (323).  Since  the  masochist  fails  to
successfully negotiate the Oedipal complex, his emotional development is arrested in childhood;
although he reaches physical adulthood, his psyche retains the childhood desire to be the helpless
and passive object of a powerful protective love (Holtby 21). This understanding of the motivation
for Sam’s refusal to answer his accusers is supported by the narrator’s description of him as “a
confiding and sheltered child” (TMWLC 335). Susan Sheridan identifies that Sam’s favourite way to
refer to himself when he speaks to his children is “your poor little Samuel;” she interprets this as
“his constant appeal for sympathy,” that reveals his self-image as that of a child (140). Sam thinks
of himself as a child who deserves protection from parent figures or from Fate–a parent substitute
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(Holtby 21). While Sam is the ‘man who loved children’ of the novel’s title, it must be understood
that he loves children “primarily in the sense that he identifies with them so strongly that he wants
to be one of them, in order to be close to the all-powerful father sensed in infancy” (ibid.). This
interpretation of him as incurably childish is supported by Stead’s extratextual comments on his
character: “Sam is a child–he was the youngest of his family. A member of a family tends to retain
his  position,  throughout  life;  the youngest  remains  the engaging,  dependent  youngest,  however
clever” (Selected 257). Taken together, Sam’s irresponsibility, his avowal of Fate as the benevolent
designer of his suffering, his embracement of suffering, and his childishness, are strong indications
of masochistic tendencies.
As well as affording insight into the masochist’s manipulative relationship with a most significant
other, which Freud’s theory does not,  Deleuze’s theory of masochism hypothesises connections
between  masochism and  society  in  its  historical  context.  Ian Buchanan  claims  that  Deleuze’s
“stunning insight ... is that … [masochism is] a highly evolved response to certain very specific
conditions of the world-historical” (112). That is, Deleuze’s understanding of masochism does not
suffer  from the  ahistorical  disembodiment  afflicting  Freud’s,  since,  like  Kucich,  Deleuze  sees
masochism as the repercussion of historical forces. Because many of the distinguishing behaviours
and characteristics  of  the  masochist  described by Deleuze  are  uncannily  reproduced in  Stead’s
portrayal of Sam, it seems reasonable to conjecture that male masochism is an historical cultural
element,  which  is  captured  naturally  in  Stead’s fictionalised  depiction  of  life  in  her  childhood
family home. Instead of the utterly pathetic masochist Freud describes, Stead depicts a deluded
idealist who is convinced that his innocence and the inevitable triumph of Truth will bring about his
vindication or success (Holtby 9).
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Stead’s  depiction  of  Sam  predates  (by decades)  Deleuze’s  description  of  the  masochist’s
deployment of weakness and idealism to manipulate others (Holtby 8), but there is evidence that she
conceived  of  Sam’s self-defeating  behaviour  as  largely  the  result  of  coeval  social  forces.  For
example, she has stated that TMWLC “was written as a true tragedy and a description of the role of
governor of the family that present society gives to the male” (qtd. in H. Stewart 1). For this reason,
it would be useful to briefly examine some of the historical factors that may predispose Australian
men to embrace such masochistic ideals–for, as Stead has also claimed, “patriotism is strangely
woven into our secret selves” (Selected 211).
Australian patriarchy and masochism
If  cultural  conditions  in  eighteenth  and  nineteenth  century  Europe  were  conducive  to  the
development of masochism, this is likely to have been doubly the case for the European colony in
Australia, in which the notion of exile remained a potent element of social consciousness, from their
arrival  in  1788.  Suzanne  Stewart  claims  that  “from  its  very  inception,  the  term  ‘masochism’
represented both a fundamental  developmental  aspect  of human sexuality  and a diagnosis of  a
concrete  historical  configuration”  (39).  The  Europeans  who  arrived  in  Australia  from the  late
eighteenth century, whether they came voluntarily or not, inevitably brought with them aspects of
their European cultural malaise,8 and any tendency toward masochism would have been exacerbated
by an extreme sense of dislocation from their physical homelands. This parallel between masochism
and the psychology of the exile is argued by Siegel, for whom a life in exile is “perhaps [the]
quintessential modernist position … removed from the past but not cut off from it: looking back,
vacillating between longing and repulsion, alienated from but contemplating something that was or 
8 I refer to the various waves of European immigration to Australia that followed the abolition of 
transportation of convicts to the Australian colonies in 1868. Some immigrants chose freely to 
come, but others were forced to do so by wars, various forms of persecution, or economic 
hardship (Clark 141, 302, ff).
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could  have  been  home”  (50).  For  Siegel,  male  masochism  “suggests  such  exile  in  that  it
simultaneously acknowledges and moves away from paternal power” (50).
In Australia, the connection between exile and male masochism has obvious application and cogent
explanatory  power  for  an  hypothesised  link  between  masochism and  matriduxy.  According  to
Siegel, a strong link also exists between exiled masculinity and expressions of masochism by men
in their relationships, whereby: “like lands conquered by social rebels, the beloved woman becomes
the ground on which man enacts his defiance of the parent-country” (38). Siegel’s claim resonates
with Damousi’s point that the convict women in Australia “coalesced anxieties about disintegration
and possibly abandonment, potent fears for those living so far from home” (57). Here, men’s sense
of exile ricocheted on women.
As Siegel shows, narratives of masochism “provide surprising revelations about how members of a
dominant group can satisfy their submissive desires without undermining their power or identity”
(24). Siegel’s explanation of masochism as an expression of submission that nevertheless does not
detract from masculine power provides a way to reconcile male dominance in Australian society
with  Adler’s perception of  male “submission”  to  women in  Australian  families.  It  is  plausible,
therefore,  that Australian women–who were living within a society of exiles saturated with the
values of masochism–were historically positioned for matriduxy.
Heritage of punishment
Stead believed that the “very gloomy background which is expressed by Marcus Clarke in For the
Term of His Natural Life ... forms the background ... to an Australian’s thoughts” (Selected 220). If
Stead is right, it seems reasonable to argue that the Australian psyche, with its singular heritage of
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punishment, is fertile soil for the cultural force of masochism that is argued by Kucich to have
shaped the colonial societies of the British Empire.
In discussing the differences in attitude toward authority displayed by the sadist and the masochist,
Siegel argues that “masochism deconstructs the binary opposition between pain and pleasure and
consequently renders meaningless hierarchies that depend on punishment” (32). This claim seems
to bear especial (historicising) relevance in the Australian context, since, as a former penal colony,
the fragments of Western nations violently transplanted to Australia surely had deeper connections
with brutal punishment than many extant states.
Another  potential  link  between  masochism and  historical  forces  in  Australia  is  highlighted  by
Deleuze’s finding that the masochistic subject seeks expiation for “his resemblance to the father and
the father’s likeness in him: the formula of masochism is the humiliated father” (60). On the link
between  masochism  and  shame,  Steve  Connor  states:  “Masochism  is  the  laugh  of  shame:
masochism is to shame as laughter is to the degradations of the comic” (222). Shame has been a
trope  in  Australian  society  from colonial  times,  originating  in  the  convict  “birthstain”  and  the
“legacy of national self-hatred,” which are arguably reincarnated in the twentieth century as the
‘cultural cringe’ (Smith xvii). The convict stain attached to those transported to the colony was also
perpetuated  by  British  newspapers–whose  writers  and  readers  “had  little  doubt  as  to  their
viciousness” (Robinson 5). Robinson claims that respectable Britishers “continued to believe in the
infamy and degradation of the inhabitants of Botany Bay” (4). This shame was extended to the
descendants of convicts by the widespread Imperial belief that “their very children imbibed vice
with their mothers’ milk” (Robinson 5). Historian Graham Willett writes that “in the thinking of the
time,  criminality  … was seen as  a  physical  degeneracy passed from generation  to  generation”
(“Debauchery”). The  vilification  of  the  convicts  and  widespread  belief  in  their  children’s
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inescapably criminal birthstain can be understood as forces motivating men to seek the humiliation
of the fathers who bequeathed them such shame. For example, Robinson interprets Reibey’s claim
on the 1828 census that she had arrived “free, on the Mariner” (Irvine, Reibey 101), as an attempt to
escape the shame of her conviction (238). It may also have been an attempt to shield her sons and
daughters from the shame of the criminal taint which many of their contemporaries perceived them
(as children of a convict) to have inherited from her.
Deleuze’s account  of  masochism offers  insight  into  Australian  masculinity  and  aspects  of  the
Australian character in relation to authority. Hughes has observed that although modern Australia
originated in “a community of people, handpicked over decades for their ‘criminal propensities’ and
for no other reason, [their] offspring turned out to form one of the most law-abiding societies in the
world” (xiii-xiv). Yet Australians are renowned for their larrikinism, or humorous disrespect for
authority–the Australian tendency to mock figures of authority has been noted by historians such as
Clark, who claims that it is “Australian” to be “a tearer-down, a remover of masks, a stripper-away
of all those elaborate forms and ceremonies with which men had protected themselves against each
other  down  the  ages”  (357).  Taken  together,  the  apparently  contradictory  characterisations  of
Australians offered by Hughes and Clark uncannily resemble Deleuze’s description of the maverick
masochist, when he notes that the “element of contempt in the submission of the masochist has
often been emphasized: his apparent obedience conceals a criticism and a provocation. He simply
attacks the law on another flank” (88). In this regard, Deleuze’s concept of masochism offers a
plausible reconciliation of the apparently contradictory Australian male impulses towards obedience
of- and contempt for- authority.
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Conclusion
S.  Stewart  shows  that  several  of  Freud’s  later  writings  “ultimately  articulate  a  form  of  male
subjectivity  as  masochistic,”  and “constitute  a  particular  form of  historical  narrative,  that  is,  a
melancholic narrative of decline–the decline of [among others] self-sufficient masculinity” (117).
Buchanan argues for a similar societal (as opposed to individualist) element in Deleuze’s treatment
of masochism: although a relevant difference between Freud and Deleuze is that Freud appears to
have  sensed  the  connection  between  masochism and  social  forces  without  overtly  pursuing  it,
whereas  Deleuze  makes  this  link  explicit.  S.  Stewart’s  perception  that  Freud’s  insight  into
masochism as a symptom of wider social phenomena “point[s] to a crisis in gender relations” (9) is
intriguing in the context of the hypothesised connection between Australian male masochism and
matriduxy. S. Stewart agrees with Freud in seeing masochism as part of a larger social pattern, and
adds  that  “masochism  also  became  the  site  by  and  through  which  masculinity  was  not  only
redefined but again made hegemonic,” by reorganizing “the relationship between culture, pleasure,
and masculinity” (9). In other words, the disintegration of the paternal function became the new
cultural matrix, the new means by which men were socialised and turned into cultural subjects. S.
Stewart’s insight highlights another important factor in the role masochism could play in producing
matriduxy: While Freud sees the masochist as relinquishing control of his destiny, S. Stewart and
Deleuze instead argue that although he projects an appearance of relinquishment,  the masochist
retains control.
For Deleuze,  therefore,  the “ultimate paradox” of masochism is  that  power is  conferred on the
masochist’s dominatrix by “the male party” (93). This paradox is replicated in the case of Australian
matriduxy: here, a man would appear to voluntarily relinquish patriarchal authority at home, while
in reality, he retains the benefits of that authority whilst burdening his partner with some of the
responsibilities  patriarchy  traditionally  associates  with  this  authority.  This  would  suggest  once
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again,  as  has been stated earlier, that  Adler’s characterisation of  matriduxy is  flawed in that  it
“confuses  activity  with  power”  (Summers  452).  In  Stead’s novel,  for  example,  Sam passively
allows his job to be taken from him, then expects Henny to find a way to provide for the family,
while he retains his authoritative position within it. On this point, Deleuze’s analysis is more helpful
in establishing a link between matriduxy and masochism than Freud’s, since it makes explicit the
controlling role of the masochist in the masochistic relationship, despite the semblance of weakness
projected by his ego.
Neither Freud’s nor Deleuze’s theory of masochism perfectly fits Sam Pollit’s character, but both
afford insights into masochism’s potential to produce matriduxy. Kucich’s relational theory offers
the possibility that masochistic fantasies are not necessarily Oedipal in origin, but may be socially
constructed (3). My argument is not a claim that all Australian men are masochists. Yet masochistic
behaviours  are  evident  in  Stead’s  depiction  of  Sam,  and  there  is  a  striking  parallel  between
Deleuze’s dominatrix  and the  matriducal  Henny. Namely:  both  the  dominatrix  and Henny (the
matridux) appear to dominate, but this is belied by the hidden power structures of their respective
situations. The element of irresponsibility or disavowal fostered by masochistic fantasy supports
Summers’ claim that Australian women are given more responsibility, but not more power, than
women elsewhere (452).
In conclusion, the female dominance Adler believed he perceived, and named matriduxy, was a
mirrored reflection–that  is,  the image is  the reverse of what  he saw. Arguably, the masochistic
irresponsibility  of some Australian men victimises  the women with whom they are relationally
involved,  by  manipulating  them  into  taking  an  inordinate  share  of  responsibility  in  domestic
relationships. Adler’s (mis)interpretation of female domestic dominance as a sign of female power
is a natural mistake, since Siegel calls male masochism “the most exaggerated gesture” of male
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deference to women (49). However, despite the appearance of self-abnegation in the masochist,
Siegel  argues  that  upon  analysis,  masochism  “shows  itself  …  to  be  complicitous  with  the
patriarchal power it seems to subvert” (49). The concept of masochism therefore offers a way to
reconcile the ostensibly incompatible readings of Australian society made by Adler (matriduxy) and
Summers (misogyny). Stead’s novel,  TMWLC, demonstrates that matriduxy is very possibly the
result of a complex and subtle interplay between historically situated men and women. It is clear
that the phenomenon of matriduxy (albeit a misnomer), and the web of gender politics in which the
phenomenon inheres, both had their roots in the colonial era. The shaping of womanhood in post-
colonial Australia must be interpreted within the context of the opprobrious stereotyping of women–
convict and free–that permeated the colonial culture, and the masochistic ideals that helped produce
that society.
The  attempt  to  measure  the  historical  influence  of  any  particular  individual  is  fraught  with
uncertainty, but it seems clear from this discussion of matriduxy and the values of masochism that
societies  are  shaped  by  the  practices  and  attitudes  of  the  generations  that  preceded  them.  An
advantage for the writer  of historical  fiction in analysing culture and beliefs and the way they
develop and mutate  over  time is  that  it  affords  an opportunity  to  disentangle  (to  a  necessarily
limited extent) contemporary attitudes from earlier ones. Although I will never be able to accurately
recreate Reibey’s worldview intact, immersion in the beliefs of her time renders me acutely aware
of the foreignness of her thoughts to me, as mine would be to her. Through this research I have
experienced  the  otherness  that  Iser  claims  encountering  the  past  inevitably  conjures  (35).  It  is
impossible to make any clear link between Reibey and current attitudes or practices in Australia, but
the  imprint  of  her  generation  and  its  colonial  culture  inevitably  marks  many  aspects  of
contemporary culture. With this background of Reibey’s founding generation of colonial women 
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and its lasting influence on Australian society in mind, I now consider the process of researching
and writing Reibey’s story.
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3  Desperately Seeking Molly Haydock 
The  process  of  unearthing  and  writing  Reibey’s story  has  involved  a  variety  of  activities  and
lessons:  archival  and field  research;  informed  imagining;  and  the  honing  of  creative  decision-
making skills.
The story I heard as a child ran roughly like this: “Mary Reibey was an orphan who was arrested for
stealing a  horse,  and sent  to  New South  Wales  as  a  convict.  Because she could  read  she was
assigned  to  work  as  a  nursemaid  in  the  household  of  Lieutenant-Governor  Major  Grose.  She
married a ship’s officer, Thomas Reibey. Thomas Reibey was granted land on the Hawkesbury. The
Reibey businesses did well, but then Thomas died and left Mary with seven children to care for and
the businesses to run. Thomas’s business partner died a month later. Everyone expected Mary to sell
up, but instead she expanded the family businesses, and became Australia’s first millionnairess–if
you convert her wealth into today’s values,” my grandmother always carefully qualified.
What really happened?
Initially  during  my research,  I  was  fixated  on  the  question:  “What  really  happened?”  I  spent
countless hours chasing details of fact that often ended down a rabbit-hole, in the dark. I believed
that  if  I  just  looked hard enough and thought  deeply enough, I  would uncover  the truth about
Reibey’s life. But I was finding that reality was more slippery than I had thought. Finally, I was
forced to admit that I’d never really know anything for certain about Reibey’s life, beyond a few
miscellaneous facts. After a lot of frustration and a reminder from my supervisor that I was actually
writing fiction, I was finally led to recognise that the question of “What really happened?” was
impeding the creative process.  Grenville  labels this  dilemma for the writer  “the strait-jacket of
‘what really happened’ ” (SSR 190). I then learned that the question “What was it like?”–at least for
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me–was more life-giving in relation to the narrative and the characters that inhabit the story. This
question made it possible and plausible to adopt viewpoints for my characters that were based on
accounts by first-hand witnesses of events in the early life of the colony. After all, what I wanted
most–for  myself  and  my  readers–was  not  to  simply  regurgitate  the  same  few  dessicated  and
disconnected details  already known about  Reibey, but  to  create  a  work of  imagination through
which a reader could experience and imagine what Reibey may have seen and felt.
The  decision  to  let  go  of  the  question  “What  really  happened?”  was  confirmed  when  I  read
Clendinnen’s statement  that  the  “  ‘historical  record’,  with  its  silences,  absences  and  evasions,
accidental and deliberate, is a most imperfect mirror of ‘what happened’ ” (Dancing 43). Not that I
could  make  a  perfect  representation  of  what  had  “really  happened,”  even  if  I  could  know it.
Eventually,  I  accepted  that  the  best  I  could  hope  to  do  through  this  narrative  was  to  depict
hypothetical scenarios based on informed guesses sparked by the research.
I began my search for the story with archival research. I read widely–anything and everything that
seemed relevant to Reibey or the era in which she lived (1777–1855): history, fiction, and non-
fiction–including  viewing  relevant  archives  and  artifacts  at  the  Mitchell  Library  and  the  State
Records Authority. “Follow the money,” historian Carol Liston advises. I tried, but found nothing
that seemed useful. I was haunted by the fear that I did not understand the significance of what I
was looking at.
My field research was somewhat limited. I visited Reibey’s English hometown, Blackburn, but was
unable to positively identify any sites that would have existed when she lived there, apart from a
row of shop houses built in 1763–on Darwen Street, the street where she lived in her grandmother’s 
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house. Even if Reibey had not lived in any of the houses I saw, it seems likely that she would have
visited them, either socially, or running errands for her grandmother. 
The church Reibey was christened in was replaced during Reibey’s lifetime, as was the gaol in
which she was imprisoned and the courthouse in Stafford where she was tried. Perhaps the most
useful clue I discovered in England was at the Old House Museum in the Peak District,  which
displayed the smocks used by working people, showing that both boys and girls of the labouring
class wore them. This helped me envision how easy it was for Reibey to disguise herself as a boy.
While showing me the original miniature of the portrait used on the twenty dollar note, a curator at
the Mitchell  Library told me that because of the similarity of their  clothing,  eighteenth-century
English working class girls and boys were distinguished by the placement of the part in their hair:
girls parted their hair in the middle, boys on the side. This was another precious clue about how
Molly might have been able to disguise herself.
I  also  visited  various  sites  in  and  around  Sydney  associated  with  Reibey, and  a  farm on  the
Shoalhaven still owned and worked by some of her descendants, one of whom told me that Reibey
had ridden a horse from Sydney to visit the farm in 1828, a journey also reported in an historical
article from the region (“The Lady”). Knowing of this journey suggested the possibility of using
chiastic structures within Molly Haydock, to employ a contrast between the journey on horseback
that led to her arrest at fourteen for horse stealing, and her triumphant antipodean ride decades later
to inspect one of her many landholdings. It is alleged that Reibey regarded the latter trip as one of
her  greatest  achievements,  whereas  the  former  obviously  precipitated  one  of  her  life’s greatest
crises–her arrest (“The Lady”).
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Brad McCoy defines chiasmus as “the use of inverted parallelism of form and/or content which
moves  toward  and  away  from  a  strategic  central  component”  (1).  Chiastic  structures  employ
symmetry to compare and or contrast ideas that have outward parallels, but embody differences.
The brevity of my fictional treatment of Reibey’s life meant that I was unable to include the story of
her ride to the Shoalhaven, however, I was able to identify other examples of symmetry in her life.
For example, a second chiastic set of Reibey’s experiences is formed by the contrast between the
coach journey she made as  a  prisoner from Stafford to  Newgate on her  way to a  hulk on the
Thames, and the coach journey she made from London to Blackburn when she returned to England
in 1820 as a wealthy businesswoman. A third is formed by the longest sea voyages she made: the
first from England to New South Wales as a convict; the second from Australia to England and back
as a, by now, renowned colonial businesswoman–a voyage she paid for and made as a free woman.
A chiastic structure emphasises the concept or event at its centre, and in Reibey’s case, this event
(or series of events) captures her transformation from convicted felon to successful emancipist.
The most comprehensive secondary source concerning Reibey is Irvine’s 1982 biography,  Mary
Reibey–Molly  Incognita:  Emancipist  Extraordinaire.  Although  Irvine’s  work  is  the  product  of
careful archival and field research by a passionate amateur historian, it was necessary to check her
claims and guesses. With the advent of the Internet, the job of sifting through the records is of
course  much  easier  now than  it  was  for  Irvine.  For  example,  Irvine’s suggestion  that  Reibey
attended Blackburn Grammar is likely to be incorrect because, as the school’s website records, the
school did not take female students until 1976. In nearby Bury an enlightened nobleman living in
the sixteenth century had left a bequest to pay for ten girls from poor families to be educated each
year (“A Short History” 1), but no similar provision appears to have existed in Reibey’s home town
of Blackburn. However, if there had, perhaps she would not have qualified financially, because her
uncles were professionals and merchants.
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From New South Wales Reibey corresponded affectionately with one of her cousins, so perhaps he
had taught her to read (and perhaps she had learned to ride on horses belonging to an uncle or a
cousin?). Reibey may also have learned to read and write on the convict ship, as apparently many
convicts did (Reeves, 1). However, the elegant handwriting of the letter written by fifteen-year-old
Reibey prior to disembarkation at Port Jackson suggests that she had been writing for longer than
just a few months. I therefore chose to portray Reibey learning to read at a dame school–a form of
paid tuition commonly given by women in their homes in England in that era. There is no evidence
of Reibey having attended a dame school, and in fact it seems just as likely that her grandmother or
another relative taught her to read and write. Nonetheless, even if she had not attended one herself,
the dame school phenomenon presented an interesting aspect of Reibey’s world that enabled girls to
acquire an education.
The  research  process  necessitated  sifting  through  repeated  but  often  erroneous  claims  about
Reibey’s life, such as that she met her husband, Thomas Reibey, on the convict transport which
brought her to New South Wales–the Royal Admiral. In fact, the list of crew on this voyage does not
include Thomas Reibey (India Office). This myth, which is repeated as fact in the article on Reibey
in  The Australian Dictionary of Biography, is also narrated by Pullen in her novel. This suggests
that despite Pullen’s claim of historical reliability, there is often a lack of corroborating historical
evidence for many aspects of her narrative. And because I read Pullen’s novel for the first time
many years ago, I have found that I sometimes “remembered” things about Reibey that I now know
to be unsupported by the historical record.
Interpretation of sources
My guesses as to the truth value of the various stories recorded by, or attributed to, Reibey are based
in part on the hypothesis that a large proportion of lies are half-truths. Telling half-truths can seem
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much less heinous than telling an outright falsehood. This seems borne out by Reibey’s claim, in the
1828 census, that she had arrived “free, on the Mariner” (Irvine, Reibey 101). Which was true in the
sense that she had returned as a free woman to the colony on the Mariner after travelling to England
in  1820-1821,  although  this  is  not  what  the  census-takers  were  looking  for,  concerning  the
breakdown of free settlers, convicts and emancipists among the inhabitants of the colony.
In a similar vein, I assume that when Molly Haydock–disguised as a boy and calling herself James
Burrow–claimed to be a grocer’s assistant when she was challenged by a man she approached to
buy the horse she rode, there could have been some truth in her statement (Irvine,  Reibey  10).
Perhaps Reibey’s grandmother had a grocery shop in her front room in Blackburn,  and Reibey
helped her in it (and perhaps her grandmother owned a horse on which Reibey delivered orders). A
supporting factor for this supposition is that her grandmother employed a woman to care for her
granddaughter, owned her house, and seems to have lived independently (3). Reibey’s demonstrated
facility and meticulousness with numbers suggests some early life experience of this sort. Another
possibility is that Reibey got work with a grocer as the boy James Burrow, after she ran away from
her “situation.” However, since this was a fairly short period–several weeks, at most–it was not
enough time to develop the level of proficiency Reibey later demonstrated with figures. And if she
had secured some sort of employment after running away from the situation her relatives had found
for her, it seems very unlikely that she would have become caught up in the stealing of a horse.
The former explanation (that is, that her grandmother ran a grocery shop in her front room in which
Reibey helped) seems a better fit with the historical record. The houses I saw on Darwen Street,
Blackburn, that had been there since 1763, were designed for their groundfloor front rooms to be
used commercially, with domiciles upstairs. The possibility that Reibey’s grandmother was an 
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entrepreneur with a similar style of house potentially suggests Reibey received some early training
in running a business, as well as exposure to an independent female role model.
Employing the same logic about half-truths, when I read that the elderly Reibey allegedly  told a
Bishop in New South Wales in the 1840s that she had run away from boarding school in her youth, I
assumed she really had (Irvine, Reibey 110). However, to make the story consistent with a statement
made by her relatives in their petition on her behalf in 1791, that Reibey had run away from her
“situation” in Bury, I surmised that she may in fact have run away from her position as a servant at
a boarding school, not as a student (134). This supposition is given weak support by an online
record  of  the  businesses  in  the  town in  1791,  which  shows  that  three  boarding  schools  were
registered  in  Bury  (two  run  by  women),  which  is  just  thirteen  miles  from Blackburn  (“Bury
Directory”).
Opening and themes
In my earliest draft of  Molly Haydock, I emphasised the pathos of the thirteen-year-old orphaned
girl being left alone in the world by the death of her grandmother, who, it seems, was more like a
mother than a grandmother to her. However, the draft was sentimental and clichéd. I returned to
Irvine’s biography, searching for an opening–a doorway into Reibey’s story. As the discoverer of the
records about Reibey’s charade as a boy, Irvine focussed on the image of her dressed as a boy when
she was arrested and tried–this is supported by the trial records, which are in the name of James
Burrow, and there is no mention of an alias until months later, first in the petition Reibey’s family
put together, and then, officially, after she was en route to New South Wales on the Royal Admiral.
This successful deception of gaolers, fellow prisoners, and a judge and jury about her gender was
not included in either Gaskin’s or Pullen’s novels. Irvine chooses not to explore the episode through
the young Molly Haydock’s eyes, but instead displays them through the filter of her own emotional
responses to the facts she is uncovering and the guesses she is making.
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Part of the problem I had in imagining Reibey’s story was that, with the tellings and re-tellings over
the years,  the story had become too familiar. It  seemed cut and dried.  Then, as I  again turned
Irvine’s account inside out and upside down, trying to separate what had happened to Reibey from
Irvine’s responses to those happenings, I was transfixed by a detail Irvine mentions only in passing:
a fourteen-year-old girl, disguised as a boy, stood alone among strangers in a courtroom in a town
far from home, and heard a well-fed judge sentence her to death (Reibey 17).
I reread Irvine’s description of the verdict in Reibey’s trial: “To this thin slip of parchment with the
charge are added two sad little memos. In one handwriting is noted  ‘Guilty’, in another  ‘To be
hanged: No goods’. What, not even a scanty bag of personal goods? Poor James, poor Molly–a
young  boy  to  hang”  (ibid.).  Presumably,  since  Irvine  knew  that  the  fourteen-year-old’s  death
sentence was eventually commuted to transportation, she placed almost no emphasis on the fact that
for an unknown period Molly, or James Burrow as she was then known, did not know her death
sentence would be commuted. The actual words of the death sentence central to this pivotal moment
are not even quoted in Irvine’s account. A search for the precise wording of the death sentence used
in England at the time led to an online reproduction of a publication from 1808 (Guthrie and Knox,
A New Geographical 182). As I spoke the words to myself I finally saw that on 24 August, 1791,
Molly  Haydock,  disguised  as  James  Burrow, would  have  heard  the  following  pronouncement:
“James Burrow, the law is that thou shalt return to the place whence thou camest and from thence
be carried to the place of execution where thou shalt be hanged by the neck ’til thy body be dead.
And the Lord have mercy upon thy soul” (ibid.).
How much time passed between Haydock hearing her sentence and receiving the news that it had
been commuted to transportation to New South Wales is unknown. According to a British legal
historian, the records are detailed for assizes held in London, but much less is known about the
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country assizes such as Stafford, where  ‘James Burrow’ was tried; in general, such pardons were
granted at the end of the assize hearings when the judge felt that there were sufficient mitigating
circumstances, but sometimes they were delayed until the official process of appealing for mercy
had run its course (Durston). In James Burrow’s (that is, Molly Haydock’s) case, the judge made no
mention  of  mitigating  circumstances.  On the  contrary, he  commented  on the  prisoner’s “artful
manner,” and agreed with a witness that although young, the prisoner was “an old offender” (Irvine,
Reibey 21). Nor were mitigating circumstances mentioned in the official response to the petition
(135-6). In the absence of any certainty, and for obvious dramatic purposes, I have portrayed the
more drawn-out scenario in Molly Haydock. That is, for a period of several days, Molly may have
believed that she would be put to death. This would have been true for at least a short time, in any
case. I imagined my youngest child, fourteen at the time–the same age that Reibey was at her trial,
being told that. Standing alone in court. Parents dead. Grandparents dead. Sent out by her family
soon after her grandmother’s death, to work in a town far (in contemporaneous terms) from her
former home. And afterwards,  waiting for death in a gaol surrounded by male strangers,  while
trying not to let shock and grief overpower the watchfulness needed to maintain her disguise as a
boy.
I tried to imagine the emotions Reibey may have experienced. How would I feel, on being told that
I was to be hanged by the neck until dead? What would my daughter feel, in that situation? What
did it do to a person to be told that someone was going to put a rope around your neck and hang
your body by it, squeezing your throat in a stranglehold until you lost control of your bladder and
twitched into the unknown? My interest in my fourteen-year-old fourth great-grandmother became
strangely maternal.
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I tried to picture how others might treat the condemned person. There would probably be little room
for the luxury of compassion among the inmates of an eighteenth-century gaol. Softer hearts would
most likely be crushed by their own troubles, and have no time or energy for others: while those
more hardened by life would see an opportunity to take what pleasure they could from others’
miseries.
I searched for idiomatic expressions for hanging, thinking that “James’s” fellow prisoners, soft- or
hard-hearted, would have been likely to use slang to refer to his fate. I stumbled onto a goldmine of
macabre humour: “to go up a ladder to bed;” “to dangle in the sheriff’s picture frame;” “to shake a
cloth in the wind” (Bienkowski).  These expressions evoked a competition in the gaol to come up
with the most amusing euphemism for hanging, and the opening scene of  Molly Haydock finally
came into being.
The fact that Molly’s grandmother’s death precipitated her being sent out from her former home,
and led in quick succession to the events that culminated in her arrest as a fourteen-year-old, gave
me the theme of Reibey longing for a home of her own, which I imagined to be conflated in her
mind with wanting to go Home (to England)–a desire expressed in the letter she wrote in Sydney
Harbour  just  before  disembarkation  (dated  7  October,  1792)  that  she  would  “watch  every
opportunity to get away” (Irvine,  Dear Cousin 13). It appeared that this desire to go Home was
resolved during her return to England in 1820-21 (presumably with the idea of settling there, since
she tried to sell her properties before leaving New South Wales), but then apparently realised that
New South Wales was now truly her home. The hypothesis that the need for a home of one’s own
was paramount to Reibey might also explain her commitment to ensuring the financial and domestic
stability of each of her children.
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Puzzles and fragmentary clues
Irvine guesses that Reibey’s mother died when Reibey was an infant, “since … [she] lived with her
grandmother and had a nurse” (Reibey 3). I was therefore surprised to find–in a box of Reibey
papers in the Mitchell  Library–the original receipt for Reibey’s mother’s coffin,  dated 28 May,
1787–the month Molly turned ten. This discovery was a small but significant original contribution
to  the  historical  understanding of  the  circumstances  of  Reibey’s early  life.  From the  receipt  it
appears that Reibey’s mother, Jane Haydock (née Law), died in Cheshire, over eighty kilometres
from where Reibey lived with her maternal grandmother. So, the orphan of my childhood story was
not initially a double orphan, but had been left by her mother in the care of her grandmother. Why
did Jane leave her infant daughter in the care of her own mother? Presumably not to find work,
since industry was booming in her home county, Lancashire, at the time (Simkin). To remarry? But
the coffin receipt was for “Mrs. Haydock,” her first husband’s and Molly’s father’s surname. Could
Reibey’s mother have run away with a man she never married? Was it considered abandonment, to
leave a child with its grandmother, at that time? Might the grandmother have begged to keep her
grandchild as a companion, when her daughter moved away? Faced with so many unknowns, the
only useful conclusion I rcould make was that a sense of having been abandoned by her mother
might explain Reibey’s subsequent extreme attention to the welfare of her own seven children, for
whose material establishment she was prepared to go to extraordinary lengths, at great personal
cost.
The most significant example of this was the case of Lieutenant Thomas Thomson–the husband of
Reibey’s  daughter,  Eliza–who  was  imprisoned  over  accumulated  debts  and  embezzled  funds
amounting to approximately six thousand pounds in his capacity as head of Customs and Treasury
at Launceston, Van Diemens Land (on a salary of three hundred pounds per annum). Reibey (along
with her sons,  Thomas and James),  took it  upon herself  to repay Thomson’s outstanding debts
(Irvine,  Dear Cousin 99, 100). Despite her wealth in assets, this undertaking “to save him from a
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worse  fate  (as  was  threatened)”  involved  considerable  financial  stress  and  embarrassment  for
Reibey, because it rendered her unable to pay some of her own debts on time, and unable to obtain
the necessary credit to do so (99, 100). In order to recover monies owed to them by Thomson, the
government had seized and sold all of ‘his’ property, including everything Reibey had given to her
daughter Eliza, Thomson’s wife (99). Although the initial legal action against Thomson was taken
sometime  prior  to  August  1829,  Reibey  was  still  paying  off  Thomson’s debts  in  1845,  which
required her to  “exercise the greatest  prudence and ecconomy” [sic] (99).  At  that time,  Reibey
expected it would take her another two or three years to completely clear the debt and thereby “save
my property for my children,” even though she suspected that some claimants saw her wealth as a
“fountain,” and were possibly defrauding her (127).
After  Thomson’s death,  Reibey had a cottage built  for Eliza and her children near her own in
Newtown (Irvine, Dear Cousin 128). I interpret Reibey’s self-sacrifice in this extended episode as a
sign  of  her  determination  to  prevent  the  impoverishment  of  her  daughter  and  her  numerous
Thomson grandchildren, and to ensure that they had a home.
One puzzle  I  have  not  been  able  to  solve  is  the  date  of  death  of  Reibey’s primary  carer,  her
grandmother. Her name (Alice Law) does not appear in the death records for Blackburn in the
decade straddling the year of Molly’s arrest–1791. Reibey’s grandmother is described as “lately
deceased” in the petition prepared by Molly’s uncle, Adam Hope, dated 5 November, 1791 (Irvine,
Reibey 134). The date of Alice Law’s death is a question needing further research.
There seemed to be some significance to the name change from Molly to Mary, in September 1791.
Reibey had been christened Molly, yet according to the newspaper announcing the discovery that
the prisoner  James Burrow was actually  a  girl,  she gave the name Mary Etticks (“Report of a
Woman”), although ‘Haydock’ may have sounded like ‘Ettick,’ when pronounced by a person from
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Reibey’s northern home town. ‘Molly’ is derived from ‘Mary,’ but since ‘Molly’ was written in the
record of her christening, the change to ‘Mary’ seems deliberate. Perhaps the name change was a
sign that Reibey was taking her destiny into her own hands, choosing to rename herself in order to
move away from her origins, or to move away from the shame of her conviction. Alternatively,
since in the eighteenth century  ‘molly’ was slang for a catamite (which Reibey is likely to have
learned  whilst  in  the  men’s  prison–and  that  buggery  was  a  capital  crime,  condemned  by  the
teachings of the church she was raised in), perhaps she wanted to avoid the dangerous or shameful
connotations of her given name.
The newspaper report of the discovery that James Burrow was a girl also reveals that Stafford Gaol
was segregated at the time of Haydock’s incarceration (“Report of a Woman”). This had previously
been unknown. The legal historian I corresponded with prior to discovering this report said that the
change from unsegregated to segregated prisons was proceeding haphazardly in England in the
1790s, and that it was therefore impossible to know whether Haydock (as Burrow) would have been
imprisoned only with men, given that Stafford is outside London, where records were better kept
(Durston). Haydock’s exposure to an exclusively male environment during this time seemed to be
an unusual opportunity for a female to learn to relate to men as (more or less) an equal, perhaps
shedding light on her later confidence in business dealings with men.
Another puzzle concerns the question of why Reibey’s family did not take her in when they were
given the opportunity by the authorities, instead of allowing her to be sent to the other end of the
world. The response to the petition for mercy made on Reibey’s behalf by her uncles mentions that
if “any respectable persons” would take her in, and pay a bond to guarantee that she would not
commit any felonies for the next four or five years,  she “might be justly entitled to the Royal
Mercy” (Irvine,  Reibey 136). Either her uncles and aunts were not told of this option, or every
single one of them declined to go guarantor for her. It seems unlikely that they would not have been
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informed of this option (except perhaps by a bureaucratic oversight), since it would have saved the
government money. I chose, therefore, to interpret this failure to take Reibey in as having been
based on a  conscious  decision  to  protect  Reibey’s cousins  from moral  (and perhaps,  after  her
imprisonment, physical) contagion.
I was puzzled about the route by which Reibey got from Stafford to the transport ship. Irvine makes
no mention of Haydock being held at Newgate in London, and the log of the Royal Admiral shows
that prisoners were taken onboard at both Gravesend (London), and Torbay–the voyage’s final point
of departure from England (India Office). It was not clear, therefore, whether she was moved from
Stafford to the ship via London, or via Torbay. I discovered an article recording the date of several
convicts being moved by lighter from Newgate Prison to the  Royal Admiral: the article mentions
the names of only two of the fifty-four convicts being moved: Jane Watt and Mary Haddock [sic],
alias  James  Barrow [sic],  both  from Stafford  Gaol  (“London,  Monday”).  It  is  clear  that  Mary
Haddock is Molly Haydock, both from the similarity of the names and aliases (James Barrow and
James Burrow), and from the fact that only two women were transported from Stafford Gaol to
New South Wales  on the  Royal  Admiral  (Thomas). The  same article  mentions  prisoners  being
moved from Exmouth Gaol to Portsmouth via Fisherton Gaol, which seems to imply that not all
convicts from provincial areas were moved through Newgate. The discovery of this article makes it
clear that Reibey was transported from Stafford to Newgate Prison in London, before being taken to
the Royal Admiral at Gravesend.
My family’s oral tradition is that on her arrival in the colony, Mary Haydock was sent to work as a
nursemaid in the household of Lieutenant-Governor Major Grose (presumably because she was
literate). The Australian Dictionary of Biography article on Reibey also makes this claim (Walsh).
However, while no primary sources supporting this claim have so far been discovered, it is possible
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that Haydock worked for Grose, because Grose arrived in the colony in February 1792, just a few
months before Haydock, along with his wife and their two year-old son (Fletcher).
Several further circumstances seem to indicate that Mary Haydock did work for the Grose family.
First,  during her marriage Reibey had seven children,  and since she had no (recorded) children
before marrying, it seems likely that she was in some way protected or prohibited from entertaining
or enduring male sexual attention before marriage. In the light of several historians’ accounts and
interpretations of the origin of the “damned whores” stereotyping of female convicts discussed in
the previous  chapter, it  appears  likely that  the Grose household was one of the few protective
environments for a young female in the colony at that time.
Second, the person in charge of the convicts on the  Royal Admiral, the devout Quaker, Gunner
George Thompson, demonstrated considerable compassion for the youngest convicts in his care.
After recounting some of their names and sentences in a book Thompson wrote about the colony, he
asks “quis talia fando temperet e lachrymis?”  which translates: “who [hearing such things] can
refrain from tears?” (22-3). Irvine hypothesises that Thompson’s mention of a young convict simply
referred to as “Scott” may refer to Haydock by a nickname, as her northern accent would have
sounded Scottish to people from further south in England (Reibey 41). However, according to the
ship’s manifest there was a convict named Ann Scott–no age recorded–also on board, so this is by
no means certain (Dunn). As is evident from his book, Gunner Thompson stayed on in the colony
for some time and may have tried to influence the authorities to find safe places for the youngest of
the convicts in his charge.
The third circumstance supporting the hypothesis that Haydock was employed by the Grose family
is that when she arrived in the colony, Thomas Reibey’s superior officer, Captain Raven of the
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Britannia, was engaged in negotiations with Grose over a supply run he was to make on behalf of
the officers of the colony. Placing the future Mrs Reibey in the Grose household might therefore
explain how she met Thomas.
The final clue that Haydock was employed by the Grose family is that decades later, on Reibey’s
return to England, she visited Grose’s widow (Irvine, Dear Cousin 12). While this seems to indicate
that she had a close connection with the Grose family, there is some ambiguity about this piece of
evidence, as the woman Reibey visited in 1820–1821 was Grose’s second wife (and previously the
widow of Lieutenant-Governor Paterson of the New South Wales Corps); she is not the Mrs Grose
Haydock might have worked for as a girl in 1792 (Fletcher). Nevertheless, with the glacial pace of
nineteenth century communication between England and the colony, Reibey may not have known
that Grose had remarried after the death of his first wife, nor even that he had died a month after his
second marriage. Alternatively, since Grose had died about seven years before Reibey’s visit, it may
be that she had known the current Widow Grose, who had previously been the wife of Colonel
Paterson, and was personally acquainted with her or knew of her in New South Wales.
In light of these considerations, and in the absence of any more reliable evidence for Haydock’s
occupation and location between her arrival in October 1792 and her marriage to Thomas Reibey in
September 1794 and her subsequent move to the Hawkesbury, I chose to follow the oral tradition
that Haydock was employed on arrival in New South Wales by the Grose family.
A descendant of Reibey’s, who has done considerable research into the family, is convinced that
Reibey had (the now obsolete form of autism known as) Asperger’s Syndrome (Thomson). One
characteristic of people with Asperger’s is a “fascination with a topic that is unusual in intensity or
focus”  (Attwood  1).  It  is  possible  that  Reibey’s  interest  in  numbers  qualifies  as  this  type  of
213
“fascination.” Reibey’s careful attention to numbers is evidenced in many letters and diary entries
with unusual emphases on numerical details, such as: “We arrived in Manchester the day following
after 186 miles without stopping except to change horses … We staid at Manchester from the 8 th of
July to the 6th of August, being 19 days … Oct 25 th  … Ill for 11 days. The doctor’s bill being Five
Pounds three shillings and sixpence … June. Wed. 6th … I set off [at] 2 mins to 1 o’clock” (Irvine,
Dear Cousin 24-6, 38).
Thomson  also  points  to  an  impulsiveness  and  lack  of  foresight  in  Reibey’s  escape  from  her
‘situation’–traits often associated with Asperger’s syndrome (Berney 347). Although there is no way
to know if Reibey’s personality was in fact on the autism spectrum, the suggestion that she may
have  been  helped  build  a  picture  of  a  reticent  girl  who  took  refuge  from  the  confusion  of
interpersonal  relationships  in  the  comparatively  safe  world  of  numbers,  which  might  also  help
explain her later success as a businesswoman. Against the hypothesis of Reibey having Asperger’s
is the fact that success in business is usually associated with strong social skills. However, examples
of  successful  businesspeople  with  autism,  such  as  Bill  Gates,  do  not  completely  rule  out  the
possibility that Reibey may have had a form of autism.
Irvine suggests that Thomas Reibey’s mother was Indian (Dear Cousin 4). This guess is based in
part  on  Thomas’s father’s employment  in  India  by the  East  India  Company, and on Thomas’s
attachment to Bengal–specifically, to a suburb of Calcutta named Entally. Thomas made trading
visits to Calcutta after marrying Reibey, and named both the family home he built on what became
Macquarie Place, and their business entity, “Entally House” (“Entally House”). Thomas and Mary
Reibey’s firstborn  son,  Thomas  Reibey  II,  also  named  the  house  he  built  in  Tasmania–now a
National Trust property–“Entally” (ibid.).  Irvine has discovered that Thomas Reibey senior was
employed as a midshipman on a ship in the Bay of Bengal with his father when he was only twelve
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years  old (Dear Cousin  3).  According to  Irvine,  the absence of  any relevant  marriage or  birth
records seems to point towards Thomas’s mother being “a high caste Indian lady” (Dear Cousin 4).
“High caste” might seem to imply that Thomas Reibey’s mother was a Hindu woman, but it seems
more likely that if she was Indian, she would have been from a Muslim family, as the ruling class of
eighteenth century Bengal was predominantly composed of Muslims who rejected the caste system,
but retained its social stratification under a different naming system (Karim).
Irvine also points out that Reibey recorded no effort to search out Thomas Reibey’s relatives when
she returned to England in 1820–1821, despite documenting her extensive efforts to see as many of
her own relatives and colonial contacts as possible (Dear Cousin 4). Irvine’s reasoning for Reibey’s
avoidance of contact with Thomas’s extended family on her return is the suggestion that Reibey
would have been aware that shame over her husband’s mixed-race parentage would have made any
approach from her, Thomas’s widow, unwelcome (4). Irvine seems to overlook an equally plausible
explanation: that Reibey would probably have been aware that any approach from herself, a former
convict, and moreover one who had brought shame to Thomas by marrying him and tainting his
children with her criminal past, would be likely to be unwelcome to Thomas’s family.
In  the  absence  of  solid  evidence  for  these  hypotheses,  Irvine’s  guess  about  Thomas’s  mixed
parentage seems plausible. There were hundreds–perhaps thousands–of mixed-race Anglo-Indian
families in Bengal at that time, and both British and native Bengalis looked down on the resulting
“half-caste” offspring (Islam). It is not difficult to imagine an Anglo-Indian, shaped by experience
of  prejudice  against  racially  mixed people  from the  different  ethnic  communities  to  which  his
parents  belonged,  having at  least  a  glimpse  of  sympathy for  a  convict  girl.  This  possibility  is
supported by Grenville’s hypothesis that William Thornhill–the character based on her emancipist
ancestor–may  have  been  shaped  by  his  own  experience  of  humiliation  to  have  a  rudimentary
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empathy with others: “being regarded as an inferior within his own class system might have made
him consider other kinds of ‘inferiors’ more sympathetically” (SSR 188-9). Admittedly, regardless
of his ethnicity, as a sailor Thomas Reibey is likely to have worked with men of many different
nations and races, and might have had a less prejudiced view of people who differed from himself
than was typical among his white English male contemporaries. In my novella I have chosen to
follow Irvine in assuming that Thomas Reibey was Anglo-Indian, even though Thomas Reibey’s
parentage and wider family history require further research.
A further topic of interest concerns Reibey’s interactions with Governor Lachlan Macquarie.  The
Australian Dictionary of Biography describes Reibey as “a favourite” of Macquarie’s (Walsh). A
newspaper article on Reibey, published in 1933, states that “Macquarie liked her so well that he
asked her for advice ‘on the advantages of early colonial manufactures,’ ” and claims that “she had
a philosophy of trading, evinced in her recommendations to Macquarie that all businesses should be
licensed and that traders should be legally prevented from charging unreasonable prices for the
necessaries of life” (Jose). Although I was unable to find primary sources to support these claims,
Walsh’s claim is plausible, because there are several examples of Macquarie’s willingness to accede
to Reibey’s requests. For example, when the newly-installed Governor Macquarie, famed “friend of
emancipists” (Irvine, Reibey 72) reduced the number of public houses from seventy-five in October
1810 (McLachlan), Reibey was one of only twenty people (three of whom were women) granted a
licence to sell liquor (Bladen Vol.7, 290).
A final  puzzle  concerns  Reibey’s  decision  not  to  remarry  after  Thomas’s death  in  1811.  The
assumption that this was her choice is based on the scarcity of women in the colony at the time, and
on  the  contemporaneous  unusualness  of  a  convict  widow with  young  children  not  remarrying
(Liston). Reibey’s decision not to remarry could have been a conscious choice to protect her wealth
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(which she clearly wanted to preserve for her children) from any prospective husband, who would
have been legally entitled to her property if she had remarried. Remaining a widow also enabled
greater agency for Reibey when making business transactions and decisions (Liston).
Language
The first draft of Molly Haydock employed the archaic use of the verb to be as it is used in Reibey’s
letters. For example, “I be” instead of “I am.” However, it soon became evident that this was too
cumbersome and distracting for a modern reader. In a search for distinctive language to give some
sense of Reibey’s eighteenth-century Lancastrian origins, I made lists of idiomatic expressions from
Lancashire,  and  of  thieves’  cant  from  the  time.  Many  picturesque  phrases  were  reluctantly
jettisoned, in the interests of clarity. Occasionally more obscure sayings were employed, relying on
context  for  the  reader  to  make  sense  of  them.  E.  Annie  Proulx’s  portrayal  of  accent  without
annoying  or  distracting  readers  was  instructive:  for  example  in  the  short  story,  “Brokeback
Mountain,”  Proulx uses  a  few familiar  phonetic  spellings,  such  as  “git”  for  “get,”  and  subtly
changes word order to communicate the characters’ distinctive speech rhythms (“Ten Rules”).
On the challenges of giving a human voice to historical characters, Mantel asks: “How do you give
the past  a  human voice without  betraying it  or  making your  reader  furiously impatient?  (“The
Elusive Art”). In answer to her own question, Mantel advises writers of historical fiction to relax
and “accept that you will never be authentic,” and to “use modern English but shift it sideways a
little … so the past just touches the reader on the shoulder as her eyes pass easily over the line”
(“The Elusive Art”).  Clendinnen states that letters and diaries are “about as direct a human-to-
human contact as you can get” (“The History Question” 10). Accordingly, and following Mantel,
Molly Haydock incorporates as many linguistic idiosyncracies as possible from the extant Reibey
diaries  and  letters,  modernised  except  for  a  few  evocative  words  and  rhythms.  The  use  of
“grummer” (meaning grandmother),  is  from A.S.  Byatt,  who has a character  from the town of
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Preston use it. (106, 108). Preston is just sixteen kilometres from Blackburn, where Molly and her
grandmother lived, albeit two centuries before the era in which Byatt’s novel is set.
Thomas Keneally’s The Playmaker, which is based on the historical record of events surrounding
the staging of the first play by Europeans in New South Wales, employs nicknames to reduce the
otherness  of  the  historical  characters  in  a  realistic  way.  For  example,  several  of  Keneally’s
characters  refer  to  Governor Phillip  as H.E.–from His Excellency (19).  Grenville  describes  the
epiphany she had when an elderly neighbour explained to her how he came to have the nickname
Sagitty (from sagacious), which Grenville thereafter gave to a character in  TSR (SSR  187). Both
inspired me to be on the lookout for nicknames for some of my characters. “Cap’n” for George,
Reibey’s youngest son, occurred to me because I had imagined for him an adulation of Captain
Cook. This figment of my imagination was inspired by the fact that a Tahitian known to Englishmen
as King Pomaree gave George’s father, Thomas Reibey, a medal which had been given to him by
Captain Cook (Irvine,  Reibey 67). The nickname “Cap’n” also seemed a fittingly ironic sobriquet
for the youngest son of a seafaring man.
Other considerations
I have tried to discover what gossip and news stories might have dominated the popular imagination
of Reibey’s time. For example, the story of the whaler Essex, wrecked by a whale in 1822, on which
Herman Melville’s  Moby Dick  is based, would probably have loomed large in the minds of the
colony. This may have been especially so in families like the Reibeys’, because Thomas Reibey was
working on a merchant ship with a three-year whaling licence, the Britannia, when he first arrived
in the colony (Gordon 28). Whaling was an important part of the colonial economy, and every non-
Indigenous adult inhabitant of the colony in the first decade had arrived there on a ship, so even
those who were not whalers might have been captivated by this seafaring horror story. However,
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because the story of a whale capsizing a rowboat in Sydney Harbour was closer to home, and also
occurred within the timespan of my novella, it was included instead of the Essex story.
I  tried  to  glean  what  I  could  of  English  social  attitudes,  habits  and technologies  inadvertently
indicated in fiction contemporaneous with the colonial era. Thomas Hardy’s pastoral novels, for
example, abound in realist details of daily life and ways of thinking in rural England approximately
forty years after Molly’s birth. From Hardy I learned of the seasonal hiring-fairs, when job-seekers
lined up on district fairgrounds in the accoutrements of their desired arena of work, and prospective
employers walked the lines, inspecting them (75-84). This cultural precedent for the lining up and
inspection of the female convicts on arrival in the colony indicates that the latter may not have been
quite as cynical a meat-market as they appear to contemporary readers. Another facet of Reibey’s
worldview  is  evangelicalism.  Barbara  Dawson  speaks  of  the  overriding  influence  “of
evangelicalism on nineteenth-century social and cultural values” (7). The Reibey letters reflect the
evangelicalism Dawson emphasises, as do many other sources. I have therefore incorporated the
evangelical worldview in Molly Haydock.
As well as elements of the historical record that definitely could not be used, such as Reibey’s
actual use of verbs, there were interesting or tantalising historical fragments that did not fit with the
overall  movement  of  the  narrative.  Grenville  mentions  encountering  a  similar  problem  when
attempting to write a story based on all the research she had done: “I was trying to incorporate
everything that I’d found” (SSR 184). The first drafts of Molly Haydock suffered from this kind of
all-inclusiveness. I could see this for some time, but it was one thing to realise in a general sense
that it was a problem, and a far harder thing to recognise specific deletable instances of the problem.
The criterion I (reluctantly) employed was to only use incidents that contributed to the progress of
the plot.
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Grenville was a natural instructor and role model for me, both because she is an accomplished
Australian writer and teacher of writing, and more particularly because she had written (and I was
writing) a novel based on the life of a convict ancestor. Grenville likened the process of writing TSR
to that of shooting and editing a  cinéma vérité documentary: after filming, the editor would “find
the story in the shots” (SSR 152). Similarly, after writing bits and pieces of Wiseman’s story based
on the historical record, Grenville would “find a structure for all those fragments” (ibid.). After
reading Grenville’s account of this process, I tried to worry less about lacking a planned overall
plot, while hoping that a shape would eventually emerge from the fragmented scenes I was writing
around events in the historical record.
On the writing of TSR, Grenville reports a certain confidence in the thoroughness of her research
into her ancestor: “after all this research I was the world authority on Solomon Wiseman. Whatever
he’d left  behind to prove that he once lived on the earth,  I’d found” (SSR 95).  This degree of
confidence eluded me, however. Even when time constraints forced me to stop researching and get
on with writing, I could not shake the feeling that even if by now I was surely the world authority
on Reibey, there must be more to learn or discover. Because of this, and because of my strong desire
to imagine the story as faithfully as possible, I tried to check every detail before using it in my
writing and rewriting.
My insecurity was rewarded with a mixed blessing one day when I entered a search on “conditions
in Stafford Prison 1791.” One of the first results was an historical blog with an article mentioning a
prisoner  in  Stafford Prison,  named James Burrow, who was discovered to be a  woman calling
herself Mary Etticks, as announced by a local newspaper on 4 September, 1791 (Neale). The author
of the blog made no connection between James Burrow and Reibey, but the dates and details were
sufficiently precise to show that James Burrow must be the disguised Molly Haydock. Although it
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was thrilling to discover something that no previous researcher of Reibey’s life had found, it was
also a blow, because I had already written several chapters based on Irvine’s guess that Reibey was
not discovered to be a girl until about April 1792, when she was made to take the compulsory bath
prescribed by Arthur Phillip before prisoners were allowed onto the convict transports (Reibey 19).
Here was clear evidence that Reibey was discovered to be a girl before 4 September, 1791. As well
as having to delete or adjust much of what I had written, with this discovery I lost a dramatic tool:
the suspense for the reader in being aware of Reibey’s subterfuge, and the vicarious dread of her
exposure as a girl. I needed an emotional strand to replace this undercurrent of tension.
Around that time I reread a letter written by Reibey’s second son, James, to his mother’s cousin in
Scotland. In the letter  James describes Elizabeth (Betty)  Foster, his  mother’s sister, as “a D.I.”
(Irvine,  Dear Cousin 101). The first few times I saw this, I skated over it,  thinking that it  was
unknowable. But as I became more immersed in Reibey’s world, a thread began to emerge. The
postscript  to  the  letter  Reibey wrote  in  Sydney  Harbour  on  board  the  Royal  Admiral  in  1792
mentioned that her sister had been “very ungood” to her (13). In another letter Reibey’s third son,
George, tells his brother James to warn his wife that their Aunt Foster is not as obliging as she
pretends to be (54). And decades later, when the sisters were elderly widows living together in
Reibey’s  Newtown  home,  Reibey  mentions  in  a  letter  to  her  cousin  that  her  sister  was  then
“something better tempered than usual” (129). Suddenly, I had a glimpse of Reibey’s sister, Betty
Foster, as a bitter, jealous woman. James’s “D.I.” was possibly a Devil Incarnate. Robert McKee’s
advice to writers is to harness the power of myths and archetypes (4). However, because of my
lingering  ambivalence  about  wealth,  I  had not  found the obvious  rags-to-riches  archetype very
appealing.  With this  new insight,  however, I  now saw a parallel  between Betty Foster  and the
jealous  older  brother  in  the  Biblical  story  of  the  prodigal  son.  When  the  prodigal,  having
squandered his inheritance, returns from his wanderings, his self-righteous older brother is jealous
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of the celebrations their  father holds to mark the prodigal’s homecoming. Similarly, the elderly
Betty Foster’s bad temper may have been the outworking of jealousy over her prodigal sister’s
financial success. This, combined with the sibling rivalry suggested by Mary’s early description of
Betty as “very ungood” to her, produced a thread of secondary interest to interweave with the bare
story bones I had so far, and an archetype to mine.
One of the greatest challenges of writing a novel based on Reibey’s story is in digging out the
dramatic possibilities embedded in or hidden by what has already been written or said about her.
Searching for dramatic aspects of the story, I examined each claim or well-worn ‘fact’ from many
angles, trying to catch a glimpse of the person these accounts purport to represent, but more often
actually  obscure.  However,  these  issues  were  gradually  overshadowed  by  another,  more  far-
reaching concern: the almost complete absence in the sources of the inhabitants of the land to which
Reibey  was  exiled. The  final  chapter  examines  the  issues  that  arose  in  the  writing  of  Molly
Haydock, surrounding the relationship of white settlers like Reibey to the Indigenous peoples to
whose lands they were laying claim.
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4  Terra not nullius
The more one studies the sources relevant to Reibey, the more glaring is the absence of any mention
of the people living in New South Wales at the time the First Fleet landed and the invasion and
occupation began. Irvine mentions Australian Aborigines only fleetingly (Reibey 59-61, 107, 108,
111). Pullen likewise makes only brief references to the indigenous people (52, 72, 119, 155, 241),
despite  setting  much  of  her  novel  on  the  Hawkesbury–the  location  of  much  early  European
interaction with the original inhabitants. Pullen acknowledges Indigenous peoples as “the people to
whom this land belonged,” but offers no insight into the situation from their point of view, beyond
the passing mention of “whites shooting blacks, blacks spearing whites” (72, 241). Gaskin, whose
novel was first published in 1954, and who disavows any but the sketchiest connection between
Reibey and her novel, weaves more perceptive and more consistent mention of the First Nations
people into her narrative than either Irvine or Pullen. For example, Gaskin writes that “only the
naked black man, to whom this barren country belonged, could find a living for himself among
those  gaunt  gum-trees  and  the  hard,  straggling  foliage”  (110).  Gaskin  refers  to  the  “lovely,”
“picturesque,”  and  “liquid  native  tongue”  (124,  125).  Yet  she  also  describes  the  land  as
“uninhabited” and “unused” (112, 268).
There are very few mentions of First Nations people in the extant letters and diaries of the Reibey
family. In an undated letter to a cousin in Scotland written a year or two before his death in 1823,
George–Reibey’s  youngest  son–tells  about  the  church  wedding  of  “two  Pair  of  our  Sable
Countrymen and Women” (Irvine,  Dear Cousin 53). In 1823 George laments Samuel Marsden’s
lack of attention to the “Natives,” and gives a low opinion of their situation (67). In a diary entry in
1854, one of Reibey’s grandsons mentions some “blacks” who work for him getting drunk (Irvine,
Reibey 108). These few comments are the full extent of the surviving records of the Reibey family’s
interactions with or awareness of First Nations people during Reibey’s lifetime. It is not clear from
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the  colonial  records  exactly  when Mary and Thomas Reibey moved back to  Sydney from the
Hawkesbury, but it seems likely that it could have been because of the increasingly violent clashes
occurring during the late 1790s between the settlers and the local people. It appears that vessels
owned by the Reibeys continued shipping goods up and down the Hawkesbury for several years
after the family moved back to Sydney (Irvine, Reibey 62).
In the absence of historical evidence concerning Reibey’s interactions with First Nations people, it
is  only  possible  to  attempt  to  imagine  what  encounters  may  have  taken  place  by  looking  for
evidence of others’ early encounters and interactions. As I read through the records of the first years
of settlement in the Historical Records of New South Wales, I stopped whenever there was mention
of any sort  of dealing with local people–friendly or unfriendly–and tried to imagine the scenes
described in detail. However, most of these recorded encounters involved men, not women. One
recent  work on women’s frontier  experiences  is  Dawson’s  In the  Eye of  the Beholder,  a close
reading  of  the  writings  of  six  nineteenth-century  women  who lived  in  different  places  on  the
frontiers  of  settlement,  with  special  regard  to  the  employment  of  racial  stereotyping  by  white
authors to increase book sales (4). Dawson demonstrates the importance of cultural preconceptions
in  the  descriptions  of  inter-cultural  encounters.  For  example,  recent  scholarship  identifies  the
behaviour and motives of the Indigenous people with whom the shipwreck survivor Eliza Fraser
lived  fifty-two  days  as  “benign–even  succouring,”  yet  on  her  return  to  white  society  Fraser
described them as “cruel” (Dawson xxiii). With her middle-class European expectations of being
fed, cared for and served by people she regarded as her inferiors, Fraser was not well-equipped to
recognise that her hosts were in fact treating her as they would have treated one of their own in
similar circumstances, for example by showing her which foods to gather, and where (16).
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Through the experiences of some of the other women, Dawson traces the transformation of white
attitudes towards Indigenous people as the former came to know the latter as individuals. Some
followed a trajectory common to the earliest settlers, who initially perceived the people they met in
New South Wales through the words of the explorer, Dampier, who described “the Aborigines as
‘the  miserablest  People  in  the  World’”  (qtd  in  Dawson 3).  This  preconception  was  gradually
replaced by more nuanced perceptions of individuals’ subtleties, exemplified by Tench’s description
of the “gentleness and humanity” displayed in the disgust experienced by locals such as Arabanoo
when witnessing white floggings (qtd in Dawson 6). The documents Dawson discusses show that
“as they [whites] grew to know Indigenous people as individuals, they revealed in their writing
aspects of Indigenous humanity, agency and authority” (8). However, none of the women whose
writings Dawson analyses lived on the Hawkesbury, and the earliest writings describe events that
took place at least forty years after the Reibeys settled on the Hawkesbury (12).
I read Katrina M. Schlunke’s  Bluff Rock: Autobiography of a Massacre, and became even more
acutely aware of the absences in the record of Reibey’s life. Obviously, she must have encountered
the first Australians in each of the places she lived: Parramatta, Port Jackson, on the Hawkesbury,
and in Newtown. I did not want to make a merely token gesture to the guessed-at encounters of the
Reibeys with Indigenous people, but was unsure how to make an authentic one. I had little relevant
knowledge or experience to draw on.
Historians  offer  conflicting  perspectives  on  the  Indigenous  experience  of  the  invasion.  Henry
Reynolds’ The Other  Side  of  the  Frontier:  Aboriginal  Resistance  to  the  European invasion  of
Australia, was the first comprehensive research published on this topic, and remains influential.
Reynolds describes the great variety of responses to the invaders, ranging from kind hospitality to
hostile aversion (27-32). He gives accounts of Indigenous people’s reactions of horror and terror at
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some meetings, but points to the remarkable courage and self-possession they displayed despite
their  obvious and extreme fear, as noted by explorers and other Europeans, and states that this
courage was “perhaps the larger part” of frontier heroism (28). That is, the courage of the local
people was probably greater than that of the whites. Explorers noted the “psychological strength” of
the Aboriginal people they encountered; Thomas Mitchell greatly admired their “natural deftness”
and “inexhaustible patience” (qtd in Reynolds 28, 54). However, Reynolds is careful to state that an
emphasis on resilience and innovation should not be allowed to obscure the trauma and violence
that accompanied the invasion (66).
The strongest objections to Reynolds’ claims, which concern the estimated numbers of First Nations
people killed in the colonial era, have been expressed foremost by historian Keith Windschuttle in
The Fabrication of Aboriginal History.  Not being an historian,  I am not in a position to judge
between the conflicting claims. However, Windschuttle has little to say about Reynolds’ claims
concerning the resilience of the First Nations–the most important aspect of his work for this project.
In fact, Windschuttle’s claim that “a great many Aborigines willingly accommodated themselves to
the  transformation  [of  their  homelands]”  (3)  supports  Reynolds’  assertions  concerning  the
adaptability and resilience of the First Nations.
In order to try to imagine possible encounters of the Reibeys with Indigenous people,  I reread
Grenville’s  TSR,  and  SSR.  Following Grenville’s example,  I  searched through memories  of  my
education and personal experience, looking for clues about Aboriginal culture and history, and the
interactions and overlapping of our heritages. The main result of this was to make me aware of the
extent of my own ignorance concerning the First Nations. Because Grenville set out to unpick the
wording of her family’s oral traditions about their  ancestor, Solomon Wiseman, I also chose to
examine the relevant aspects of my family’s oral record of Reibey: “Mary and Thomas were granted
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land on the Hawkesbury.” Granted. Given. By a representative of the King of England, who had
proclaimed that it was his, and it was so. Until then, I had never really considered who owned that
particular bit of country before it was ‘given’ to the Reibeys. That is not to say that I had blithely
accepted the Reibeys’ acquisition of Hawkesbury land as legal and ethical, but I had never focussed
my attention on the legal fallacy embedded in the phrasing of the family story, or tried to pinpoint
how its unexamined repetition could to some degree be complicit with that misappropriation. Also, I
had never thought of the face-to-face encounters that must have occurred between the Reibeys and
the people who loved, worked, ate and slept on that land before them, and whose ancestral country
and  way  of  life  was  forever  changed  by  the  Reibeys  and  their  neighbours.  By  not  fully
acknowledging the  dispossession,  I  also averted  my gaze  from the  way in  which I  and earlier
generations of the Reibeys have directly benefitted from it.
My personal encounters with Indigenous people have been few enough and sketchy enough for me
to outline here. My earliest relevant memory is as a child of about five, walking down the main
street of Mareeba in far north Queensland with my mother and younger siblings on our weekly
grocery trip. An elderly Indigenous man sitting cross-legged on the footpath outside a shop smiled
at me as I walked past him, and gave me a two dollar note. I was thrilled and showed it to my
mother. I was surprised when she made me return the money, saying that he needed it more than we
did. Surely he knew what he needed? He was a grown-up, after all. I felt disappointed and puzzled
as I looked into his strange, friendly, very black face. I knew that Mum liked everybody, so it could
not be that she disliked him. Maybe the man was drunk? I didn’t know.
I remember hearing my father tell my mother about Indigenous people building fires in the ovens of
the houses he and others from the local chapter of the St. Vincent de Paul Society had helped to
build and furnish. Childishly, I thought it was funny, and thought I would like to try it myself, but I
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also wished that the people he was talking about could live their own way–not in houses they didn’t
like.
The Chant of Jimmy Blacksmith sat on the bookshelf in the lounge rooms of the houses I grew up in.
I dusted it, but never read it. I was not allowed to, when I was young. This veto was never explicitly
overturned, and the book was just one among many mysterious prohibitions in my life.
Later, after our family moved to northern New South Wales in 1978, there were some Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander students at the high school I attended, but none in my classes or the group
I sat with at lunch, so we had little or no personal interaction with each other.
At school we were not given opportunities to connect the skerricks of Aboriginal heritage we were
taught with any physical  locations we could experience first-hand–stories about Bennelong and
Sydney were far outside my experience, almost in the realm of the mythical. The only exception
that I remember was an excursion to see a nearby bora ring, but the white schoolteacher who took
us told us almost nothing about the significance of the site to the people who had built it.
Then,  in  my late  teens,  coincidentally  in  1988–the  year  of  the  Bicentennial–I  took a  job  as  a
governess with a white family contracted to muster cattle on an Aboriginal reserve called Edward
River, on the Cape York Peninsula in far north Queensland. I had never seen so many Indigenous
people as I did the day our convoy of trucks arrived at the Edward River township, after days of
driving over the dirt tracks through the bush from Mareeba. White people were a small minority of
the population of Edward River. In the couple of hours we spent in the township, I was stunned to
learn that there was a bar for white people and a bar for black people. I had not known until then
that racial segregation was practised anywhere in Australia. Since the mustering camp was far from
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the town and my duties did not involve shopping, I was not included on any supply runs to the town
and had no opportunity while on the Cape to interact with any local people.
I had learned, at school and at home, to despise the apartheid practised in South Africa. When I
went to learn more about this issue in the course of researching Molly Haydock, I was not surprised
to learn that Australia “led the Commonwealth in the opposition to apartheid from 1972 to the early
1990s, when apartheid was dismantled” (Cashman 8). This was consistent with the atmosphere of
self-righteous  indignation  about  apartheid  that  I  grew up  in.  Presumably  some of  the  shock  I
experienced at the entrenched racism I glimpsed at Edward River was because of the dissonance it
caused  after  having  been  taught  at  school  to  feel  pride  that  my  country  was  a  leader  in  the
international campaign to end apartheid in South Africa. However, I do not remember being taught
that  Australia  (and Britain  and New Zealand)  lagged behind much of  the  rest  of  the  world  in
opposing apartheid throughout the 1950s and 60s; nor that Australia was one of only five countries
whose representatives refused to sign a 1957 United Nations agreement  supported by fifty-five
countries  to  urge  South  Africa  to  reconsider  its  apartheid  policies  in  light  of  the  UN Charter
(Cashman 13). In Cashman’s discussion of apartheid, he argues that: “archival records … represent
‘a never ending conversation between the present and the past about the future’ ” (9). I wanted to
engage  with  this  archival  conversation,  and by  doing  so  ensure  that  my  children  were  not  as
ignorant as I had been about the nature of the experience of the First Nations, and about the history
of race relations within our country, even into the present.
However, if it was difficult knowing what life might have been like for Reibey, who spoke English
and left some letters and diary fragments, how could I ever know what the original custodians of the
land that became the Reibeys’ farm had thought or felt, said or done? I needed to learn from the oral
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traditions of the Dharug about their experiences of these times, but was puzzled about how to access
these, especially as I am based far from Sydney.
Initially, I thought that I could use the same strategy Grenville uses in retelling the story of her
convict  ancestor,  Solomon  Wiseman.  Grenville  took  historical  accounts  of  encounters  with
Aboriginal people and transposed them into the experiences of her characters. Thus, to some extent
the events narrated reflect real events (or at the very least, aspects of the white historical record),
although not  the specific  experiences  of Grenville’s ancestor. Despite  Grenville’s care to avoid
giving readers the mistaken impression that she believed she was writing history rather than fiction,
Grenville came under attack from various historians over her public comments about her work. My
tentative  decision  to  adopt  Grenville’s strategy  was  problematised  by  this,  and  by  the  related
controversy concerning Grenville’s decision not to have her Dharug characters speak.
Dharug voices: to speak, or not to speak?
Grenville made a decision, after meeting some Aboriginal people, to delete any dialogue she had
written involving Dharug people, since although it “might be historically accurate to have the
Aboriginal  characters  speaking  broken  English  …  it  made  them  less  sympathetic,  more
caricatured” (SSR  198). Initially, I found this  reasoning persuasive.  However, reviewer Alice
Healy expressed the opinion that Grenville’s decision to:
‘leave a space of difference’ so as to let the Darug [sic] people’s story speak for itself might
be politically correct, but it further disengages Aboriginal people from the possibility of, as
Grenville herself calls it,  ‘imaginative understanding’. As W.E.H. Stanner suggested forty
years ago in his Boyer Lecture series After the Dreaming, choosing not to engage is to turn
away further  from Aboriginal  histories.  In  this  way, Grenville’s  ‘space of  difference’ is
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another ‘melancholy footnote’, to use Stanner’s term. It is a reminder that the ‘history wars’
in Australia are the ‘territory’ of non-Aboriginal attempts to establish the implications of the
past for present day concerns. (484)
The Sydney Theatre Company’s first production of TSR, adapted by playwright Andrew Bovell,
sought to address the Aboriginal silence in Grenville’s work by having Dharug characters speak
their  own  language,  without  interpretation  (Watts).  However,  Indigenous  Ilbijerri  Theatre
Company’s artistic director, Rachael Maza, found this no solution at all: “The decision to bring
the Aboriginals on stage but not give them a voice that I could have access to? I realised all that
did for me was perpetuate the mythology that Aboriginals were in the ‘savage’ basket; the other
… perpetuating this kind of chasm between us and them” (ibid.). Following Maza’s comments
about a tendency to portray people of the First Nations as irremediably other, a 2016 production
of the play chose to use surtitles, which also met with mixed reactions (Neutze).
Clendinnen notably articulated strong objections to the silence of Grenville’s Dharug:
Grenville  is  determined to  respect  the  “otherness”  of  Aborigines.  She  therefore  refuses  to
bestow upon  them anything  beyond  a  compelling  physical  presence  and  an  indestructible
nobility. This means she must deny her Aborigines the capacity to learn. Yet Aborigines and
whites  had been in  sometimes friendly, sometimes abrasive contact  along the Hawkesbury
since 1791, with routes for the dissemination of information open well before that, and blacks
traded  reports  at  least  as  eagerly  as  whites.  Grenville’s  Aborigines  bear  not  the  least
resemblance to the information-hungry, brilliantly adaptive people I kept meeting in the British
texts.  There  we  can  see  speculations,  experiments  and  strategies  for  managing  the  pallid
intruders being accumulated, tested, exchanged. For men of their experience and situation, 
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Grenville’s Aborigines know far too little about white men and how to manage them. They are,
therefore, sitting ducks. (“Response” QE25 76-7)
For  a  writer  of  historical  fiction,  Clendinnen’s  observations  highlight  the  need  for  a  more
nuanced representation of First Nations characters. This includes the incorporation of stories of
First Nations peoples’ courageous resistance and adaptive survival, in order to balance the dark
truths that tell only part of what has happened here. Grenville’s depiction of frontier atrocities,
whilst accurate in a narrow sense, obscures the concurrent adaptation and resistance of the First
Nations. While it is imperative that Australia acknowledges the wrongs that have been done to
the people of the First Nations, such acknowledgement is insufficient. Another objection made
by Maza, that TSR isn’t a story she wants to tell her children (Tan), emphasises this insufficiency.
Specifically, Maza doesn’t want to tell her children that “the real Aboriginals died out.” (ibid.)
Maza’s comment begs the question: What stories do Indigenous people want to hear, and tell
their children? Maza answers, “I want to know the story about how we won and about how we’re
still here and how we’re resilient and how we’ve adapted. And in fact we’re one of the most
adaptive  people  in  the universe–100,000 years  of  adaptation.”  (ibid.).  In  other  words,  Maza
wants to hear and tell stories that remember and celebrate the courage, cleverness, resilience and
adaptability embodied by her ancestors.
While I am not an Indigenous person, it seems to me that there is widespread desire among
parents to pass on to their children a balanced view of the events that preceded and to a great
extent still shape their lives. The impulse to acknowledge that unfair, unjust and illegal things
were done by my ancestors seems to be the very same impulse that drives Indigenous parents to
want to pass on stories of the triumphs and successes of their ancestors. At base, both reflect a 
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desire to equip the next generation with a more balanced view of their familial past than the
popular national narrative currently offers.
Pondering the problem of how to communicate Dharug viewpoints in my Hawkesbury sections, I
remembered the account of an Indigenous girl  who was taken in by a settler family, in  The
Historical  Records  of  New South  Wales  (Bladen Vol.  7,  38).  I  decided to  include  a  similar
character, who could interpret for her Dharug kinsmen, thus allowing them to speak in a way that
would be accessible to readers. I sought the advice of Indigenous advisors as to how to represent
the Dharug (and other Indigenous) people and their viewpoints.  An Indigenous writer, Jannali
Jones, agreed to read the final draft of Molly Haydock and to give me her perspective on it, in
accordance with the relevant Australia Council protocol (“Protocol” 6).
I was grateful to be able to learn from the responses to Grenville’s work. But negative reaction to
TSR was not limited to these issues: some historians were incensed by Grenville and her work on
other grounds.
History or fiction controversy: Grenville’s The Secret River as a case study
Several  historians–most  prominently,  Mark  McKenna  and  Clendinnen–were  incensed  by
Grenville’s TSR, and or by statements made by Grenville about the novel. In what follows, I focus
on Clendinnen’s writings because these are the most extensive and detailed public engagement with
the issues raised for historians by TSR and by Grenville’s statements about this work. Clendinnen
characterises  Grenville’s  project  in  writing  TSR  as  part  of  a  “challenge  to  historians’ role  as
custodians and interpreters of the past now being mounted by Australian novelists” (“The History
Question”  15).  Grenville,  in  turn,  responded in  detail  to  the  historians’ criticism.  In  brief,  the
contention was precipitated by Grenville’s response when she was asked in a radio interview where
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she would place  TSR in  the  context  of  the History Wars–or  the contention  between Australian
historians over whether the colonization of Australia is most accurately characterised (on balance)
by noble or ignoble official policies regarding the original inhabitants, and consequently whether
the  majority  of  Indigenous  deaths  during  colonisation  were  due  to  inadvertently  introduced
diseases, or deliberate massacre. Grenville replied that she’d be “up on a stepladder–outside the
fray–looking down at the battle” (“Facts and Fiction”). According to Grenville, this remark was
misinterpreted  by  McKenna (and others  after  him).  McKenna claimed that  “Grenville  elevates
fiction to a position of interpretive power over and above that of history” (6). Grenville claims,
persuasively, to have been misquoted and misrepresented.
To try to understand the controversy from an historian’s point of view I turned to Clendinnen’s
essay, “The History Question: Who Owns the Past?” Although I tended to agree with many of the
arguments of this piece regarding the nature and importance of history, I initially failed to perceive
the  sharp  point  of  Clendinnen’s  displeasure  over  Grenville.  Clendinnen  quotes  historian  E.  P.
Thompson’s pronouncement,  that  “a respect  for  fact  is  not  only a technique,  it  can also be an
intellectual force in its own right” (“The History Question” 68). I was still puzzled, as it appeared to
me  that  Grenville  had  been  careful  not  to  violate  this  righteous  force  in  any  significant  way.
Clendinnen  comments:  “story-spinning  dismays  people  committed  to  notions  of  accuracy  and
evidence” (“The History Question” 15). Of course, as an aspiring historical novelist  I naturally
tended to sympathise with Grenville, and felt that she had made it quite clear that she was writing
fiction, not history.
Since there were no records of Solomon Wiseman’s interactions with Aboriginal people, Grenville
modeled incidents between the white settlers and Indigenous inhabitants of the land on records of
actual encounters. While this approach seems more faithful to the historical record than completely
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inventing encounters, it  was only when I read Clendinnen’s response to Grenville’s rejoinder to
“The History Question” that  I  finally  understood Clendinnen’s main objection.  As an historian,
Clendinnen explains that  she “will  focus  on the issue of context  to  demonstrate  why so many
historians believe so few novelists are capable of illuminating the actual past” (“Response” QE25,
73). My own breakthrough in understanding came in response to Clendinnen’s discussion of the
story of the “stolen” spade. The historical encounter that this episode is based on occurred between
Governor Arthur Phillip and an elderly Aboriginal man in Broken Bay–just five weeks after the
First Fleet arrived in 1788. Grenville displaced some elements of this episode in space and time: she
had them occur–almost three decades later than the actual event–between her fictional character and
a fictional Dharug man on the Hawkesbury, thirty kilometres away from the original site (TSR 146).
Clendinnen’s objection  was  based  on the  fact  that  the  historical  record  shows  how much  had
changed in the relations between the British settlers and First Nations peoples in that time. For
instance, while the friendliness of some of the earliest exchanges had not been entirely lost in some
cases, there was widespread mutual distrust and fear by this time because of general awareness of
the  many  violent  acts  perpetrated  in  the  interim  on  and  by  people  from  both  groups.  This
explanation  afforded  me  greater  insight  into  Clendinnen’s  horror  at  the  dehistoricising–and
consequent unmaking of meaning–that arose from wrenching this event from its historical place and
time.
Despite her fundamental disapproval,  Clendinnen also agrees with Grenville on some important
points:
Grenville’s  thesis: In  doing  all  the  research  for  this  book,  what  I  came  away  with
overwhelmingly was the feeling that there had been no particular ill-will on both sides, at least
in the beginning, but a complete inability to communicate. So it was a tragic, tragic inability to
communicate across a gulf of culture. I arrived at much the same conclusion in Dancing with
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Strangers, although I would want to change that “complete” to “defective”. And is the outcome
adequately described as “tragic”? Tragic it  certainly was. But it  could so easily have been
worse. (emphasis in original, “The History Question” 18)
While  Clendinnen  acknowledges  that  she  and  Grenville  share  some  significant  views  about
Australian frontier history, she maintains that the decisions a novelist makes may involve value-
laden considerations  that  could  contribute  to  a  misrepresentation,  or  silencing  of  the  historical
record, or even worse, a cover up: “The novelist has decided that violence was unnecessary: that the
contest  over  the  land,  being  due  to  a  failure  of  communication,  could  have  been  resolved  by
discussion. The historian asks: given the incompatible uses to which the land was to be put, how
could violence have been avoided?” (“The History Question” 19). Despite earlier highlighting the
similarity of Grenville’s conclusion to her own, Clendinnen appears to have soon changed her mind:
Grenville, she argues, has in fact got it wrong.
Much  of  Clendinnen’s  argument  seems  to  me  incontrovertible,  such  as  her  point  that  the
incompatibility of the two ways of using the land made violence inevitable. In fact, Clendinnen
could have made further arguments along these lines, for example by pointing to the two groups’
profoundly  different  ways  of  being,  in  relation  to  the  environment.  I  cannot  fathom,  however,
Clendinnen’s declaration that Grenville’s novel “is a serious attempt to do history, but value-added
history: history given life and flesh by a novelist’s imagination. Grenville sees her novel as a work
of history sailing triumphantly beyond the constrictions of the formal discipline of history-writing”
(“The History Question” 17). Clendinnen takes Grenville’s statement that, “until we are prepared to
look at all those slightly hidden, slightly secret places in our history, we can’t actually make much
progress into the future,” to express a claim “to be writing history, while writing fiction as well”
(“Response” QE25 73). This statement appears to rely on a conflation of the various meanings of
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the word “history.” It is well within the purview of fiction to examine aspects of our “history” in the
sense of examining our past as a nation. Although one might empathise to some extent with the
indignation Clendinnen expresses over the violence done to the historical records by removing them
from their original contexts of time and place, it is not at all clear that Grenville’s work amounts to a
trespassing into the domain of the academic study of history.
On her website, Grenville responds to Clendinnen’s accusation:
I don’t think The Secret River is history - it’s a work of fiction. Like much fiction, it had its
beginnings in the world, but those beginnings have been adapted and altered to various degrees
for the sake of the fiction. Nor did I ever say that I thought my novel was history. In fact, on
countless occasions I was at pains to make it clear that I knew it wasn’t. (“Facts and Fiction”)
Clendinnen acknowledges that historians have limited access to readers, “in contrast to the free-
wheeling inventions of fiction writers,” but expresses puzzlement over “why novelists want to be
historians at all” (“Response” QE24 82). (It must be assumed that Clendinnen here refers to the
limited access to readerships  achieved by academic histories,  since popular  histories frequently
outsell  fiction.9)  Surely  Clendinnen  provides  a  significant  insight  towards  answering  her  own
puzzle: it is not that novelists want to be historians, but that they are free to go where historians are
not, the positive outcome of which Clendinnen has also touched on, in her acknowledgement that
Grenville’s novel causes her readers to “think afresh about our past” (“Response” QE24 82).
The only support Clendinnen offers for her claim that any novelist wants to be an historian is her
own  assertion  that  this  is  so.  Despite  Grenville’s  unambiguous  insistence  that  TSR is  fiction,
9 I am grateful to Sara Knox for providing this insight.
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Clendinnen measures this work against the standards Clendinnen sets for the writing of history:
“My interest  in  the essay was to  emphasise how austere historians must  be in  the business  of
‘animating’ the  past”  (“Response”  QE24 81).  Clendinnen states  that  there  are  “different  moral
contracts established between writer, reader and subject in the two genres” (“The History Question”
35). Yet Clendinnen attempts to demonstrate that Grenville has failed to fulfill the moral contract
that binds a writer of history, despite Grenville’s repeated public avowals that  TSR  is a work of
fiction.
It is Clendinnen’s conviction “that something which comes out of the surviving records properly
tested–‘history’–carries a force of revelation in human affairs that fiction does not” (“Response”
QE24 83). Few would dispute this. But Clendinnen also acknowledges that the non-professional
audience for written histories has always been an elite audience (82).  As discussed in  my first
chapter,  an  advantage  of  fiction  over  non-fiction  is  the  fiction  reader’s emotional  involvement
through the uniquely vicarious experience of being other that fiction offers. Naturally, there exists
the possibility that fiction’s lack of strict adherence to historically-established facts can be abused,
deliberately or accidentally. But so can any form of publication, as is apparently exemplified by
Grenville’s  conviction,  expressed  on  her  website,  that  the  historians  criticising  her  relied  on
questionable  and  unreferenced  newspaper  and  other  popular  media  sources:  “Both  McKenna’s
essay and Clendinnen’s quote me as claiming to have written history–and in fact to have written
better history than historians. However, the quotes that they use have been narrowly selected, taken
out of context, and truncated” (“Responding to Inga Clendinnen”). In doing so, they ignore or fail to
engage with Grenville’s assertion that she has never claimed that her fiction is non-fiction.
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Another view
Not  all  historians  lament  Grenville’s  project  in  TSR.  Griffiths  holds  a  nuanced  view  of  this
controversy,  distinguishing  between  what  he  sees  as  a  personal  issue  of  Grenville’s,  and  her
laudable achievement in  TSR, which he describes as “timely” and “powerful” (11). According to
Griffiths, Grenville “seemed to want it both ways–to wield the oblique power of fiction and the
cachet of a researched past. She wanted to join the game of history but to play by different rules”
(11). Yet Griffiths does not draw any negative generalization about history and fiction from this
episode. In fact, he explicitly rejects Clendinnen’s claim that novelists desire to “bump historians
off the track,” and argues instead that “the intriguing dance of history and fiction” emphasises the
common ground shared by these genres (10, 3). Like his fellow-historian, Slotkin, Griffiths shows
that fiction and history influence each other in significant and often positive ways, citing several
examples  of  this.  One  example  involves  novelist  Eleanor  Dark  and  historian  Manning  Clark.
Griffiths describes Dark as “possibly Australia’s most influential historical writer in the twentieth
century,” whose novel  The Timeless Land  inspired Clark to write  A History of Australia  (3, 5).
Griffiths  further  highlights  a  connection  between  Grenville’s  work  and  that  of  the  historian,
Karskens, who includes Grenville “in her historiography” (14).
In Griffiths’ view, Grenville is “legitimately embarked upon a historical quest, much as Eleanor
Dark and Judith Wright were” (10). Griffiths superbly verbalises the perception that, despite its
dislocation of historical events,  TSR  communicates a broader  truth concerning the frontier:  “by
moving incidents out of time and place, Grenville distilled a parable” (11). The  Concise Oxford
Dictionary defines a “parable” as a “narrative of imagined events used to typify moral or spiritual
relations.” In describing TSR as a parable, Griffiths is reiterating the ability of historical fiction to
deal with truths, understood from the historical record, that lie beneath “what can be proved, with
evidence and argument” (Slotkin 223). If TSR is a parable, what is its meaning? In short, it is an 
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acknowledgement of the wrongs done to First Nations people by the European invaders, including
dispossession, rape, slavery, poisoning and massacre.
If I aspire to include a fragment of parable concerning frontier race relations in  Molly Haydock,
what meaning do I seek to convey? In brief,  I seek to contribute to a balancing of Grenville’s
message, since it is necessarily only part of the truth. The need for this is pointed to by Clendinnen’s
perception  that  Grenville’s  depiction  of  First  Nations  people  bore  little  resemblance  to  “the
information-hungry, brilliantly  adaptive people I  kept  meeting in the British texts … They are,
therefore,  sitting ducks” (“Response” QE25 76-7).  Molly Haydock is  not  in  any way meant  to
contradict or undermine Grenville’s work, but to build on it.
I will return to this issue below, but will first consider further aspects of the sometimes fraught
relationship between history and historical fiction.
The unquantifiability of ‘history’ in historical fiction
In Molly Haydock I have tried to adopt a similar approach to that taken by “the best” historians, as
described by Clendinnen: 
It  is  a preposterously ambitious  enterprise,  trying to make whole people,  whole situations,
whole other ways of being out of the dusty fragments left after real lives end, but that is what
the best historians set out to do. Their core narrative is always their struggle with recalcitrant,
evasive sources. As they interrogate those sources before our eyes, we have a fleeting sense of
what it would have been like to have lived a different life, in a different place, at a different
time. (“The History Question” 55-6)
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One important difference between reading historical fiction and reading history is that the former
affords a more extended vicarious experience of being other than the “fleeting sense” afforded by
reading history. An obvious difference between the writing of historical fiction and the writing of
history, is that the fiction writer interrogates her sources behind the scenes, while the ideal historian
makes this interrogation available to readers. And it is possible for fiction writers who are not also
trained historians to miss some things, as Grenville, in Clendinnen’s view, missed the unmaking of
historical meaning that occurred when she took the incident of the old man and the spade out of its
historical  context.  But  I  would  like  to  briefly  revisit  that  incident  and  the  repercussions  of
Grenville’s use of it. Because of the broad appeal of her fiction, Grenville has arguably made her
version of this encounter available to a wider audience than any historian writing about it has done.
While that may be a source of further horror for some, there is an upside to this, even for historians.
Clendinnen touches on this benefit in her acknowledgement that from Grenville’s novel “people
who would never read a history book are learning something about our past” (“Response” QE25
77). Fiction reaches some readers that even popular histories do not, and fiction reaches all of its
readers in ways that no history can, through the vicarious experience it uniquely facilitates.
British historian Simon Schama takes a very different attitude to the history versus fiction debate
from Clendinnen’s: 
Invention may compromise authority but then we don’t go to great historical fiction or feature
films for hard documentary truth. What they deliver, instead, is an imaginative impression but
when that impression emerges from rich research it is often capable of delivering a much more
vivid sense of the past than an arrangement of unimpeachable data. No military history of the
battles of Austerlitz or Borodino is ever going to transport the reader into the ferocious and
chaotic reality experienced by both officers and ordinary soldiers better than War and Peace.
(“What historians think”)
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Schama’s comments are reminiscent of Slotkin’s and Mar and Oatley’s claims that fiction has a
power to engage readers’ imaginations in a way that non-fiction cannot–discussed in my first
chapter. The idea (also canvassed earlier)  that historical fiction frequently prompts readers to
investigate  the  history  it  portrays,  is  applied  by  Schama to  Mantel’s historical  fiction  about
Cromwell: “Mantel’s prodigious storytelling has drawn millions into the realm of the past where,
once  captive,  they  can  be  informed  about  what  really  happened”  (“What  historians  think”).
Writers of historical fiction by no means advocate the superseding of history by fiction. On the
contrary, history is often advocated through fiction. In writing Molly Haydock, one motivation to
research and fictionalise Reibey’s life was the desire to enable readers to see further into her life
than was possible through the distorting romantic historical fiction and amateur history that have
been written about her. The primary example of truth discovered through this process is Reibey’s
inevitable but heretofore unrepresented interaction with, and awareness of, First Nations people,
and her (initially involuntary) complicity with the invasion and occupation of their homelands.
Paradoxically, given Clendinnen’s ire over the injuries she perceives done to history by historical
fiction  writers,  she  closes  her  final  response  to  Grenville  with  a  quote  from the  Romantic
philosopher, Novalis: “Novels arise out of the shortcomings of history” (“Response” QE25 77). It
is tempting to understand this to mean that there is room in the world–even in Clendinnen’s ideal
world–for  both  histories  and  historical  novels.  This  is  not  clear,  though,  since  it  seems  to
contradict Clendinnen’s earlier condemnation of historical fiction.
In a separate context, Slotkin offers three possible interpretations of Novalis’s aphorism. First, as “a
criticism of the limits of history writing as a discipline” (221). This interpretation aligns with my
suggested understanding of Clendinnen’s use of it. Second, Slotkin suggests that it might be “an
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observation about the inadequacies of historical experience”–referring, presumably, to the lack of
meaning and clarity events have as we live through them, without access to the wider perspectives
and greater knowledge of retrospection (222). Third, Slotkin describes Novalis’s claim as a “precise
statement” of his own reason for writing historical fiction, which is that fiction can perform thought
experiments about historical events in a way that lies outside the bounds of history as a discipline
(221-2).
With regard to Grenville’s thought experiment in  TSR, while the novel’s acknowledgement of the
wrongs that have been done by whites is courageously truthful, Maza’s comment that “that’s not the
story I want to be telling my kids” signifies that the novel tells only part of the truth (Tan). There are
(at least) two equally significant points to be made regarding Australian frontier history. The first is
that Europeans did many things that should not have been done. These include occupying land that
did  not  belong to them; killing civilians  without  due cause (i.e.  not  only  in  self-defence);  and
misjudging those who were not like themselves–those that were ‘other.’ This aspect of our national
story has been ably told by Grenville in TSR. The second point of significance about the frontier is
that the peoples of the First Nations were witty, wise, courageous and resilient. In Molly Haydock I
seek to touch on the second point, although no account of the frontier–fiction or non-fiction–can be
considered any sort of approximation of the historical record without some acknowledgement of
both aspects.
Stories telling only or primarily of atrocities obscure the characteristics such as resilience that have
led to the survival of the First Nations people. The understandable focus on the First Nations as
victims has powerful negative consequences. Grant builds a case against the negative stereotyping
of First Nations people by First Nations people, quoting Marcia Langton: “Those of us who are
successful  run  the  risk  of  being  subject  to  abuse,  accused  of  being  ‘traitors’ to  our  people,
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‘assimilationists,’ and a number of other crimes against the natural order of things, as perceived by
those who fail to understand their inherited racist worldview” (Australian Dream 51). The “racist
worldview” Langton refers to is explored by Grant as:
a story largely untold. It is a story of success and how it is spurned like an unwanted child.
Indigenous lives have been framed by suffering. This resonates because it is rooted in fact. Our
land was seized, our rights were extinguished, we were shot down and stricken with disease,
our liberty was curtailed and our children taken. Even writing this feels empowering, I have to
admit–a victimhood I can hold over Australia. (Australian Dream 48)
Against this stance, Grant points to the growing success of Indigenous people in many arenas:
Between 1996 and 2006 the Indigenous community was transformed. Numbers of educated,
well-paid professionals exploded. In just a decade, they increased by nearly 75 per cent. That
was more  than  double  the  increase  in  the  non-Indigenous  community. By 2006 more  than
14,000 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders between twenty and sixty-four years of age were
employed  in  professional  occupations.  The  government  defines  these  jobs  as  analytical,
conceptual  and creative  work  in  fields  that  range  from the  arts  and media  to  engineering,
education, health and the law … These people comprise 13 per cent of the total Indigenous
workforce. This still lags behind the general population, where the number of professionals is
nearly 22 per cent, but the gap is closing fast. (“Australian Dream” 49)
While this success is to be celebrated, we must not close our eyes to the inequities that remain.
Grant makes this point elsewhere:
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This  middle-class  does  not  obscure  the  still  overwhelming  story  of  Aboriginal  suffering.
Indigenous people are the most impoverished and imprisoned in Australia. We have the worst
health, housing, education and employment outcomes, the highest level of suicide, domestic
violence and mental illness. We still die, collectively as a people, statistically, 10 years younger
than the rest of Australia. So the emergence of a successful, vibrant Indigenous people from this
tale of misery is remarkable. Our resilience as a people is remarkable. (“Constitutional reform”)
Following Grant, it is my conviction that many of the frontier stories we have told fuel the negative
self-view of many First Nations people. Therefore, in researching Molly Haydock I have sought out
historical examples of the resilience of the local people in the face of the invasion,  seeking to
contribute in a minor way to the growing number of thought experiments in historical fiction, such
as Scott’s That Deadman Dance, that re-evaluate the ‘old data’ in our national story, to see that First
Nations people, in Clendinnen’s words, were “information-hungry, brilliantly adaptive people” who
speculated, experimented and strategised to manage “the pallid intruders” (“Response” QE25 76-7).
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5  Conclusion
The subjective impulse to seek out and re-imagine Reibey’s story precipitated this research. I have
researched and interpreted her story with the personal interest of a descendant, but as the words of
Byatt  foretold at  the beginning of this  exegesis,  many things  transcending the personal  can be
learned about our culture by examining “the life of the past persisting in us” (emphasis in original,
116). I began this project with some false beliefs. One was that the influence on society of a single
individual might be traced, through time. However, by examining records of the past I have learned
(as many already knew) that,  apart  from superficial effects confined mostly to her descendants,
there is no evidence to support this belief. Instead, I learned the intriguing way in which the effects
of various environments, living conditions, values, habits and occupations of one era merge and
transform to produce subtle effects in subsequent eras.
The story of Reibey’s life has the potential to serve as a role model of leadership and success in the
face of many difficulties,  for all  people,  but especially for women.  Molly Haydock  is in part  a
thought  experiment  about  the  roots  of  the  agency  of  white  Australian  women  in  the  colonial
experience,  embodied in my reconstruction of Reibey’s experience.  Recounting Reibey’s life in
historical fiction rather than non-fiction was necessitated by the scarcity of detail known about her
personal life–a problem Scarparo notes is common concerning the history of women (90). However,
this necessity has its advantages. A general and far-reaching advantage of historical fiction over
traditional historigraphy is that the former offers readers the opportunity to imaginatively engage
with events and characters from the past in a way that non-fiction does not. Uniquely, fiction gives
readers vicarious experience of being other, and of the indeterminacy we normally associate more
with the present than with the past.
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The space that exists for a comprehensive depiction of Reibey’s life is made clear by the fact that
the works of romantic historical fiction concerning Reibey that have been published to date do not
successfully develop Reibey’s potential as an engaging and accessible role model for women to
achieve success despite great and various obstacles; instead they depict Reibey finding her life’s
highest fulfilment through romance. The conclusion that the romance genre is not a suitable vessel
for Reibey’s story is reached in this exegesis via a cross-grained reading of Radway’s influential
work on the genre. While Radway’s work is undoubtedly significant, it has limitations and internal
inconsistencies. The most relevant of these in this context is that (although Radway does not make
this explicit) her major claim–which is that readers have agency to use the patriarchy-supporting
genre of women’s novels for such anti-patriarchal purposes as declaring their own independence–is
not strongly established by her research, and is in fact in many places undermined by Radway’s
own statements.
Another false belief I held at the beginning of this venture was that I could discover  ‘what really
happened’ in  Reibey’s  life.  This  belief  was  modified  by  the  background  historical  research
performed in preparation for writing the novel, through which I learned that the experiences of a
group, such as the first European settlers of New South Wales, leaves a collective legacy far greater
than that left by any individual. Reibey’s life and those of her contemporaries in the colonial era
have cumulatively shaped contemporary Australian culture through some of the values and attitudes
wending their subtle influence through our society. This influence can be traced in the expression of
womanhood in Australian society today, most specifically (in this document) in the phenomenon of
matriduxy. My argument extends Kucich’s relational analysis of masochism in Victorian literature
to Australian colonial society, and builds on Dixson’s suggestion that matriduxy has its roots in the
colonial era (Real Matilda 49). I have expanded on Dixson’s work by hypothesising a link between
the  alleged  phenomenon  of  matriduxy  and  the  prevailing  social  conditions  (especially  values
associated with masochism) of the colonial era.
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The difficulties of fictionally reconstructing any actual person’s life are increased by the perceptions
of some historians that authors of historical fiction seek to usurp the historian’s role as guardian and
interpreter of the historical record. This exegesis documents the process by which I have sought to
learn from the controversy surrounding Grenville’s similar project in fictionally depicting the life of
her convict ancestor.
Original contributions to knowledge in this exegesis include historical details about the timing of
Reibey’s  exposure  as  a  girl,  the  year  of  her  mother’s  death,  and  evidence  of  her  temporary
incarceration in Newgate Prison. This document also originates a hypothetical link between the
alleged phenomenon of matriduxy and the prevailing social conditions (especially values associated
with masochism) of the colonial era. An examination of Stead’s TMWLC and various sources such
as the work of Dixson and Summers and the Royal Commission into Human Relationships suggests
that  the  unusual  amount  of  responsibility  shouldered  by  women  in  Australian  families  can  be
understood as  the outworking of  masochistic  and other  colonial  values  and attitudes  that  were
pervasive for close to a century after the colonial era.
Avenues for further research have been identified during this undertaking. They include specifics
about Reibey, such as the date of her maternal grandmother’s death, and Reibey’s interactions with
Governor Macquarie, and the unknown details of Thomas Reibey’s parentage and family history.
Because of the limited scope of Molly Haydock–confined as it is to what might plausibly have been
experienced by the Reibey family, and written by a non-Indigenous Australian–further investigation
and treatment of the lives of women from both sides of the frontier in the colonial era are needed to
widen the perspective offered therein. For example, there are very few recent works of historical
fiction dealing with the lives of First Nations women.
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An Anglo Australian writing about the era of the dispossession of the First Nations peoples takes on
a problematic project, and I acknowledge the inherent limitations of this undertaking. There is a
need for more exploration, especially in historical fiction, of the courage, adaptability and resilience
embodied by First Nations peoples. The novella is in part a thought experiment about the resilience
of the First Nations people, although this is necessarily a limited focus, because Reibey is its focal
point.  Writing  Molly  Haydock  precipitated  a  profound rethinking of  my understanding of  First
Nations peoples’ experiences of and responses to the invasion of their home by Britain. My hope is
that the novel will help facilitate a similar transformation in the understanding of our national story,
for those who read it.
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